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DEDICATION

To Nathan,
longed for and loved gift
laughter generator
honesty metre
budding pneumanaut.

May the gathering of God’s people
be, for your generation,
a place where
imagination will find its voice.

Gloria Patri, et Filio, et Spiritui Sancto.
Sicut erat in principio, et nunc, et semper, et in sæcula sæculorum.
Amen.
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ABSTRACT
We need to ask if our consciousness and imagination have been so
assaulted and co-opted by the royal consciousness that we have
been robbed of the courage or power to think an alternative
thought. The imagination must come before the implementation. Our
culture is competent to implement almost anything and to imagine
almost nothing.
—Walter Brueggemann
In the midst of a pervasive cultural consciousness that numbs and dumbsdown our lives, and in the presence of an ecclesial structure entrenched in these
cultural imperatives, how can the gathering of God’s people be designed to bring
about a shift from immersion in a cultural-consumer story, to immersion in the
biblical God-story? How can the people of God develop a deep, thick, resonant
faith in the midst of a culture that is out of tune with God’s narrative? In order to
make this shift, would it be possible to imagine corporate worship as
‘playground’ instead of ‘battleground’?
Through the use of musical metaphors, this document argues that
imagination is required to hear God’s song-story and resonate his song for
others. Recovery of imagination in the playground of worship and rehearsal of
three particular melodies of the song – covenant, creativity, and community –
will begin to immerse God’s people in the alternate narrative. In addition, these
themes will begin to develop the liturgical practices of the singing community:
the practices of risk, play and discovery.
Reshaping the conceptual framework of gathered worship toward
playground will immerse God’s people in an imaginative, collaborative,
liturgically-informed, pedagogically rich, praxis in order to develop a people
who can both hear and sing the song-story of God.
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PREFACE

Holy, Holy, Holy! Lord God Almighty!
Early in the morning our song shall rise to Thee.
Holy, Holy, Holy! Merciful and Mighty!
God in Three Persons, blessed Trinity!
Holy, Holy, Holy! Lord God Almighty!
All Thy works shall praise Thy name
In earth, and sky, and sea.
Holy, Holy, Holy! Merciful and Mighty!
God in Three Persons, blessed Trinity!1

You were there playing in the sunshine
Imagination going into overtime
There's no way the world could weigh you down
The story in your eyes
Spoke of all the things you realize and dream
Sing it loud, sing it, sing it, sing it loud, sing it
Sing it loud, sing it, sing it, sing it loud
So everyone knows
Who you are.
(final chorus:)

Sing it loud, sing it, sing it, sing it loud
So you can remember
Who you are. 2

Has the church lost its song? Have people of faith forgotten how to sing?
Have worship leaders spent so much time singing someone else’s song that they
don’t remember their own? The church’s music in the world is more often
1

Reginald Heber and John B. Dykes, “Holy, Holy, Holy” The Celebration Hymnal,
Integrity’s Hosanna Music and Word Music, 1997. Listen to all of the song selections in this
dissertation in your web browser. Click on the hyperlink (the underlined title of the song). This
should open a window in your internet browser called “Dissertation Doodling and Downloads.”
There you will see a separate blog entry for each song. Click on the song name, and then on the
“play” arrow on the black bar. If the link does not open a new window in your browser, the
direct link is http://dissertation-doodling-and-downloads.posterous.com/
2

k.d. lang and the Siss Boom Bang, Sing It Loud, Sing It Loud, Nonesuch Records, 2011.
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clanging cymbals3 than soothing harp.4 “Holy, Holy, Holy” assures us that ‘all
creation’ sings the praises of God, but his people seem to have lost the ability to
hear and echo the love song that the Trinity and all creation sing to each other.
Are God’s people huddling under cover instead of “playing in the sunshine,
singing it LOUD?” My hunch is that a history of dry, propositional, rote learning
has caused the church to forget her song. Not enough play time, not enough
imagination, not enough sunshine, not enough rehearsal, and all of a sudden the
church finds that she is singing a foreign lyric in a familiar land that she should
not be inhabiting.
This is not a discussion about whether the church has been singing too
many Chris Tomlin songs, or not enough Charles Wesley. It is a deeper, more
theological and philosophical conversation about whether worship can be seen
more allusively, more imaginatively, as participation in the Trinitarian dance of
perichoresis. This paper is an invitation to pastors, worship leaders, and worship
planners, to consider the metaphor of worship as playground. It is an invitation
to all those who long for renewal in their local congregations, and who desire to
see that renewal rooted in the compelling song-story of God’s presence in the
world. It is an invitation to listen for the voice of God, and acknowledge that his
voice might be singing a love song, not reciting a list of rules.
If the local church is immersed in the cultural-consumer story of North
American society, and its worship practices and structure reinforce this
narrative, then in order to reclaim the relationally formative song-story of the

3

1 Corinthians 13:1.

4

1 Samuel 16:23.
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biblical alternative community, the church must re-imagine its worship practices
and structures, and rejoin the choir. Recovery of imagination in the playground
of worship will begin to reshape God’s people in three particular ways: (1) by rerooting the community in the God-established relationship of covenant in order
to learn to risk; (2) by re-animating the worship practices of the gathered people
in the God-breathed practice of creativity in order to learn to play; and (3) by remembering a chosen people, in the God-designed process of communitas in order
to learn to discover.
Through the development of the metaphors of choir, orchestra, and
symphonic work, this paper proposes a reshaping of the conceptual framework
for worship, emphasizing the recovery of imagination and the rooting of worship
in the concept of playground. The purpose of this reshaping is so that God’s
people become intentionally immersed in the big song-story narrative of God’s
presence and purposes in creation. In this process, the local church becomes a
place where communal identity is established in the deep, thick, good news of
Jesus.
The thoughts developed in this paper, and its recommendations, are borne
out of my experience in a small, evangelical, reformed, free-worship, faith
community. While these thoughts may eventually have broader influence, they
are written primarily to my faith community, and for our mutual benefit. For
over 50 years, faithful people have participated in this local congregation and
demonstrated their love of Jesus in tangible ways. By some measures, from a
particular perspective, we are insignificant. Weekly attendance is approximately
130, and we run minimal weekly programming other than boys’ and girls’ clubs.
But we have been gifted with artists, musicians, writers, and dreamers and doers
xiii

	
  
in equal proportions, and we have been led by a pastor who has taught us to
look for, lean into and embrace the presence of Christ, the work of the Spirit and
the delights of community. We are on a journey together. This paper is written
with love for God’s people at Meadowvale Community Christian Reformed
Church.5 May God’s song-story be sung ever more richly and more authentically
because of our intention to become an alternative community, formed in
imaginative worship.

5

Find out more about Meadowvale CCRC here.
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INTRODUCTION
METAPHORS FOR WORSHIP
[It is not my] intent to explain anything or hand out information,
but [to] enlist your play in the play of Christ. I don’t have anything
new to say; you already know the basics simply by being alive and
baptized.
—Eugene Peterson
You can discover more about a person in an hour of play than in a
year of conversation.
—Plato
In 1986, Warren Wiersbe wrote a book called Real Worship: Playground,
Battleground, or Holy Ground?1 Shortly after, Elmer Towns published Putting an
End to Worship Wars.2 As late as 2003, books were still being written highlighting
the difficulties that churches experienced in managing a changing cultural reality
in their worship gatherings.3 Each of these books, in their own way, was
responding to the very real, very divisive conflict that was raging in many
evangelical churches. The question “what does ‘right,’ or ‘true,’ or ‘real,’ worship
look like?” was echoing in sanctuaries and meeting rooms around the country.
Out of that time of conflict came Robert Webber’s book Blended Worship:
Achieving Substance and Relevance in Worship4 (1994), and following that, more
than a dozen more books on worship. Webber established programs of study in

1

Warren Wiersbe, Real Worship: Playground, Battleground, or Holy Ground? (Grand Rapids:
Baker Books, 2000).
2

Elmer L. Towns, Putting an End to Worship Wars (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1997).

3

Marva Dawn, How Shall We Worship: Biblical Guidelines for the Worship Wars, (Wheaton:
Tyndale House Publishers, 2003).
4

Robert Webber, Blended Worship: Achieving Substance and Relevance in Worship (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1994).

1

2
	
  
seminaries around North America: a generation of young people was tutored by
Webber’s ideas and training to draw from the past to create meaningful worship
gatherings for a contemporary congregation. These worship leaders helped to
shape a more holistic gathering, a ‘blending’ of old and new, within the
constraints of late-modernism. While not much of Webber’s material appears in
this document, my three years of study with him and in the program that he
designed at Tyndale Seminary in Toronto have fundamentally shaped my
understanding and expression of my own worship, as well as my articulation of
what communal worship might aspire toward.
However, the title of Warren Wiersbe’s book is important to this
dissertation because it is connected to the work that will unfold here. In the
midst of the struggle around worship styles, Wiersbe presents the thesis that
“real worship” is, essentially, “holy ground,” where we “worship God because
He is worthy and because He has commanded us to worship Him … Through
worship man comes to God, … has an immediate experience with God, and goes
forth transformed.”5 Wiersbe calls us to envision worship as a place where holy
and human meet, and where our “right” attention is to God’s holiness, or
otherness. And although Wiersbe recognizes the reality that worship is
sometimes a battleground, he only tantalizes us with the image of playground,
leaving its possibilities undeveloped and orphaned. My thesis is that playground
– the playground of imaginative engagement in a covenantal, creative,

5

Wiersbe, 29.
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communal relationship with the Triune God – is a deep and fruitful metaphor for
shaping a people of faith in the unfolding narrative of God’s (his)story.6

What Story Shall We Sing?
The most problematic story to recognize and recite is one which has
not yet fully announced its arrival and is indeed parasitical upon
more clearly understood and comprehended narratives … The
contours of this new world … are only just coming into view and
indeed appear fragile and tentative. … The future belongs to those
who will tell stories that reimagine our present possibilities and so
contribute to changes in our present cultural topography.
—Colin Greene and Martin Robinson
The courage to imagine and describe the unfolding future is not an easy
task, especially in times of flux. Phyllis Tickle reminds us that approximately
every 500 years, the church “feels compelled to hold a giant rummage sale,”7 in
which foundational elements of the existing structure are analysed and examined
for their continued usefulness. In this process, many dearly held practices (and
beliefs) are held up to scrutiny. At the same time, in the midst of questioning and
evaluating, new perspectives are given the opportunity to flourish – to see the
sun, so to speak, and discover if fruit might emerge from the seed or root cutting.
If “the future belongs to those who will tell stories that reimagine our
possibilities,”8 then worship should be the primary place where people of faith
hear their own stories: tales of the unexpected, of miracles, and of unfolding

6

Leonard Sweet, I Am A Follower: The Way, Truth and Life of Following Jesus (Nashville:
Thomas Nelson, 2012), 244. Sweet uses this visual pun to emphasize that all of history is God’s
history.
7

Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence: How Christianity is Changing and Why (Grand Rapids:
Baker Books, 2008), 16.
8

Colin Greene and Martin Robinson, Metavista : Bible, Church, and Mission in an Age of
Imagination. (Colorado Springs: Authentic, 2008), xxx.

4
	
  
possibilities, the love story between the Triune God and creation. Walter
Brueggemann insists that “the church has no business more pressing than the
reappropriation of its memory.”9 But how will this happen, given the church’s
resistance to real change, and its immersion in the cultural-consumer narrative?
For theologian and philosopher James Smith, fashioning an alternative
faith community is fundamentally about “shaping our hopes and passions …
and not merely about the dissemination of data and information.”10 Our
formation as people of faith is not primarily about what we know, but about
what we love. The church’s story must intentionally train God’s people to give
their fullest attention to the things that they truly love.11 Smith’s core claim is that
liturgies – whether ‘sacred’ or ‘secular’ – “visibly narrate a story about what we
believe really matters in life.”12 Liturgies are practices, habits, rituals, and
routines that shape us, often subconsciously, to behave in a particular way, and
understand life from a particular perspective. Every action and practice is a
liturgy, and “every liturgy is a pedagogy and story that teaches us, in multiple,
precognitive ways, to be a certain kind of person.”13
I began this doctoral journey by articulating questions that had been
tugging at me for a number of years: What is the point of worship? Why do we
gather? What should we be doing when we gather? All of these issues seemed

9

Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1978),
Kindle ed., loc. 312.
10

James K. A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview and Cultural Formation
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 18.
11

Ibid.

12

Ibid., 109.

13

Ibid., 25.
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like elephants in the room; not the kinds of questions that are welcomed in my
denomination. In the larger, post-Christendom, post-modern, post-traditional,
emerging conversation, these questions were being asked frequently, but none of
the answers seemed to apply to my context. Most ‘emergent church’ answers
either: (1) focus on missional church planting – starting new ventures apart from
congregational connections to make friends with culture and our neighbours; or
(2) propose ‘reclaiming’ the liturgical structure – shaping ourselves according to
an ancient liturgy without changing much else. But these two options leave a
huge swath of faithful people of God out of the picture.
If ‘Christians’ are not welcome in missional start-ups,14 and evangelicals
don’t want to convert to ‘high church’ traditions, how will worship change?
What about existing churches; communities with passion and desire to serve and
love the way Jesus did? How might they embrace this liminal moment in
Christian history to create a much-needed alternative community and become
more intentional followers of Christ? My answer leans toward, or skips toward,
the idea of worship as playground: a place where we explore and discover,
question and wonder, get our hands dirty and get washed in the Font,15 are fed
by the Word and at the table, and most of all, where we delight in catching and
telling the stories of Jesus.

14

Hugh Halter, The Tangible Kingdom: Creating Incarnational Community (San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass, 2008), 113. Halter argues that churched people are not particularly good people to
partner with in his vision of the missional endeavor, because it is difficult for them to ‘shift gears’
to minister to others: they expect/anticipate that they will be ministered ‘to’ in any church
context that they attend.
15

A receptacle to hold water for the administration of baptism, the term deriving from
the Latin fons meaning ‘a spring of water.’ In The New Westminster Dictionary of Liturgy and
Worship, 1986, s.v. “Font.”
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Musical Playfulness
The one who sings, prays twice.
—Augustine?
I can’t stand to sing the same song the same way two nights in
succession. If you can, then it ain’t music, it’s close order drill or
exercise or yodeling or something, not music.
—Billie Holiday
This dissertation relies on musical metaphors to tie its elements together.
Music has resonance – it sounds and echoes and re-sounds and can be amplified
by other sounds. Music is a ‘whole body’ experience:16 singing, playing an
instrument, even listening involves participating. Music creates waves of air that
make our bodies move, from the tiniest hairs of the inner-ear, to raising our heart
rate, to tapping our feet, to full-out break dancing, music and movement go
together. Those realities echo the ‘good news:’ God has breathed his life into
humanity, and his eternal purposes are to restore and fill each part of creation
with his music. In addition, musical metaphors seem appropriate, as many of
those who have been called into worship ministries have musical skills and
experience and see their role as significantly weighted toward the musical
participation of the congregation. Throughout this paper, musical imagery will
be a melody for the imagination to make connections and discover truths that
resonate best with one’s particular context.
Worship and discipleship are related, but not interchangeable. Leonard
Sweet uses a musical metaphor to help us understand discipleship:

16

2000), 26.

Jeremy S. Begbie, Theology, Music and Time (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
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The greatest developmental task of every human being is to
discover your original … song and sing it ravishingly to the glory
of God. Discipleship is fundamentally human formation and song
discovery … Discipleship is finding the song that God made us to
be, as each one of us is a strand of sound that choruses together to
sing the Maker’s hymn of praise. The greatest joy in life comes from
helping people find the notes to their song.17
This paper takes the metaphor of the individual song of discipleship and asks,
“How does the regular gathering18 of God’s people in worship bring their
individual songs together?” Discipleship is helping God’s people sing their
unique ‘one-of-a-kind’ song; worship is the playground where these songs join
with the melodies of others in the grand symphonic chorus of praise and service.

Sound as Norming Paradigm
If the church is to develop her imaginative gifts, she must find aural
metaphors and develop new pathways of listening and hearing. Musician and
theologian Jeremy Begbie offers us a helpful analogy for the difference between
aural and visual space by describing the differences in the temporal space which
each occupies.19 It is impossible for more than one thing to occupy one particular
field of vision: if you are looking at a painting, which takes up the entire visual
space, and you add another painting in the same visual space, one will cover or
“hide” the other. But with music, when a note is played it fills up all of the aural
space, yet does not hide or diminish another note played at the same time. And if

17

Leonard Sweet, The Greatest Story Never Told: Revive Us Again (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 2012), 22.
18

This paper uses the term ‘gathering’ instead of ‘service’ in order to be inclusive to those
who gather at non-traditional times, and in non-traditional spaces, as well as to make reference to
the breathing in and out of the life of the church in its gathered and scattered forms.
19

Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 24.
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you add a third note to sound a chord, you create a different aural soundscape
that touches emotion and possibly even memory, depending on the
configuration of notes that is played.20
There is a subtle shift taking place in understanding of imagination and
leadership from visual to voice; hence from seeing to hearing.21 The leadership
mantra of ‘vision’ “has become a way of declaring dominance, (and) achieving
alpha status… [But] leadership has more to do with the ears than the eyes.
Leadership is an acoustical art.”22 The historical testimony of God’s people is that
sound is more vital to God’s presence than sight. We are a people of faith, we
have confidence in what we hope for, and assurance about what we do not see.23
When Christians sing “Be Thou My Vision” we are testifying to the
fact that we have all the vision we need in Jesus. Where we need
help is in developing a musical ear: ears to recognize the vision that
is already at work in our world, ears to hear the false notes, and
ears to tune ourselves to God’s Perfect Pitch, Jesus the Christ.24
This is idea is discussed in Chapter Two with respect to the fundamental orality
of human interaction. Although the management culture of business teaches that
‘vision’ is the number one priority, brain research is discovering that “music is
likely to be the ancestor of language,”25 the more fundamental of the ways that
humans interact and gain knowledge from their world. The first sound that a
baby hears is the ‘music’ of her mother’s heartbeat, the unique, distinctive
20

Ibid.

21

Ibid., 11.

22

Ibid., 14-15.

23

2 Corinthians 5:7, Hebrews 11:1.

24

Leonard Sweet, Summoned to Lead (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004), 17.

25

Iain McGilchrist, The Master and His Emissary: The Divided Brain and the Making of the
Modern World (New Haven, Yale University Press, 2009), 105.
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rhythm of her parent’s embodied life.26 In addition, the biblical narrative teaches
the church that listening for God’s voice, his music, should be our priority.27
Toward an understanding of the idea of music as God’s language,
consider the following two examples. In The Magician’s Nephew; C. S. Lewis’ first
novel in the Narnia series, Lewis describes Aslan creating the world of Narnia.
‘Hush!’ said the Cabby. They all listened.
In the darkness something was happening at last. A voice had
begun to sing. It was very far away and Digory found it hard to
decide from what direction it was coming. Sometimes it seemed to
come from all directions at once. Sometimes he almost thought it
was coming out of the earth beneath them. Its lower notes were
deep enough to be the voice of the Earth herself. They were no
words. There was hardly even a tune. But it was, beyond
comparison, the most beautiful noise he had ever heard. It was so
beautiful he could hardly bear it. The horse seem to like it too: he
gave the sort of whinny the horse would give if, after years of being
a cab horse, it found itself back in the old field where it had played
as a foal, and saw someone who it remembered and loved coming
across the field to bring it a lump of sugar.
‘Gawd!’ said the Cabby. ‘Ain’t it lovely?’
Then two wonders happened at the same moment. One was
that the voice was suddenly joined by other voices; more voices
than you could possibly count. They were in harmony with it, but
far higher up the scale: cold, tingling, silvery voices. The second
wonder was that the blackness overhead, all at once, was blazing
with stars. They didn’t come out gently one by one as they do on a
summer evening. One moment there had been nothing but
darkness; next moment a thousand, thousand points of light leaped
out – single stars, constellations, planets, brighter and bigger than
any in our world … If you had seen and heard it, as Digory did,
you would have felt quite certain that it was the stars themselves
which were singing, and that it was the First Voice, the deep one,
which had made them appear and made them sing.28

26

Sweet, Summoned, 44.

27

There are multiple examples of ‘listening’ as the norm for how to engage with God:
from Adam and Eve in the garden hearing God call to them (Genesis 3:8-9), through Samuel
hearing God’s call (1 Samuel 3), to Jesus calling “those who have ears to hear” (Matthew 11:15,
Mark 4:9, 23, Luke 8:8, etc.), to Revelation’s letters to the churches when Jesus stands at the door
and knocks (Revelation 3:20).
28

C. S. Lewis, The Magician’s Nephew (London: William Collins Sons & Co., 1985), 93.
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In Lewis’ imagination, it is a deep lilting, lyrical, singing voice echoing up from
the earth and out into the darkness that causes creation to appear.29 God’s song
sings everything into being, establishes the order of creation, and creation sings
back.
Calvin Miller’s book The Singer30 takes this metaphor and beautifully
draws Jesus as the Singer or Troubadour, and the Father as Earthmaker. In a
dialogue between the Troubadour and his earthly mother we are told of the
importance of both the singer and the melody; the Ancient Star-Song.
“You know the final verse?”
his mother asked.
“I know it all,” he answered
back. “But I’ll not sing it here…’
‘They will not like the final
verse,” she said.
“They will not like it, for its
music is beyond their empty days
and makes them trade their
littleness for life.”
“The self of every singer of the
song must die, to know its music?”
“They all must die, and ever
does the self die hard. It
screams and begs in pity not to
go. Nor can it bear to let the
Father-Spirit own the soul.”
He turned the thoughts methodically
within his mind then spoke
again, “Mother, I shall sing the
song when I move out to seek
more singers who like me are
quite content to sing, then die.”
She knew that he was right, but

29
30

Ibid., 93-108.

Calvin Miller, The Singer: A Classic Retelling of Cosmic Conflict (1975; repr., Downers
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 44.
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found it hard to talk of joyous
life and painful death at the
same time. How odd the song born
on Earthmaker’s breath should
lead his only Troubadour to death. 31
These are poetic and literary renderings of a musical way of knowing God and
the gospel. Sound, melody, and harmony are not ‘simply metaphors,’ they are
deep ways of knowing.32 The Bible is full of music, and not just the sound of
humans singing. God sings over his people, 33 but creation and the heavens sing
as well.34 Jesus most certainly sang the psalter, particularly on the cross.35 First
Corinthians 13:1 tells us that only by showing love do we make beautiful music.
And while the Psalms are considered Israel’s hymn book, the New Testament
also has hymns, including one of the most beautiful hymns about/to Jesus,
found in Colossians.
We look at this Son and see the God who cannot be seen. We look
at this Son and see God’s original purpose in everything created.
For everything, absolutely everything, above and below, visible
and invisible, rank after rank after rank of angels—everything got
started in him and finds its purpose in him. He was there before
any of it came into existence and holds it all together right up to
this moment. And when it comes to the church, he organizes and
holds it together, like a head does a body.
He was supreme in the beginning and—leading the resurrection
parade—he is supreme in the end. From beginning to end he’s
there, towering far above everything, everyone. So spacious is he,
so roomy, that everything of God finds its proper place in him
without crowding. Not only that, but all the broken and dislocated
31

Ibid.

32

Jeremie Begbie, ed., Beholding the Glory: Incarnation Through the Arts, (Grand Rapids:
BakerBooks, 2000), 138-139.
33

Zephaniah 3:17.

34

1 Chronicles 16:33, Psalm 66:4, Isaiah 44:23.

35

Psalm 22. Leonard Sweet teaches a semiotic lecture on the topic of Jesus singing Psalm
22 on the cross. https://itunes.apple.com/us/itunes-u/leonard-sweet-lectureseries/id524981358
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pieces of the universe—people and things, animals and atoms—get
properly fixed and fit together in vibrant harmonies, all because of
his death, his blood that poured down from the cross.36
Throughout this paper, the principle of sound as norming paradigm will
be used. It is extremely difficult to shift language from visual metaphors
to aural ones, because ‘seeing is believing.’ However, within these pages,
aural metaphors will be used to help God’s people begin to hear the
sounds of worship that resonate from God into all of creation.

A Symphony of Worship
“Blessed are the musical,” he
said, “for theirs shall be a
never-ending song.”
“Blessed are all those who yet
can sing when all the theatre
is empty and the orchestra is gone.”
—Calvin Miller
The “human voice is the only instrument that God created.”37 Singing, in every
culture, is a fundamental method of communication. But because of humanity’s
ingenuity and creativity, the earth now overflows with instruments and musical
forms. Perhaps this is one of the strongest arguments for the importance of
music: humans do not seem to be able to thrive without it. The musical
metaphors used in this paper cover more than singing, focusing primarily on the
orchestral body known as a symphony orchestra, and the elements of an
orchestra work such as a classical symphony. Some of the elements of the
36
37

Colossians 1:15-20, The Message. Italics in original.

Harold M. Best, Unceasing Worship: Biblical Perspectives on Worship and the Arts
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 143.
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metaphor are sketched below, to help readers familiarize themselves with the
elements of the musical metaphor for worship that will appear in this paper:


The composer and conductor of the Big Song-Story38 is the Triune God.
God sings the song of creation, for creation, and he alone knows how the
song unfolds and how/when the various movements will come to their
planned conclusions. God holds the music together, giving direction and
prominence to various sections as needed. The Triune God initiates the
dance of the music created by the perichoretic movement and interanimation of the participation of the Father, Son and Spirit. As the dance
and the music unfold in God’s time, the whole symphony and all who are
part of it “live and move and have (their) being.”39



Jesus is the tuning fork; “God’s perfect pitch.”40 The people of God must
tune to Jesus, not to the culture, resonating Jesus into the world. Tuning is
a regular practice. We continually tune to Jesus, just as the orchestra tunes
to the oboe’s A440 pitch each time they gather to play together. Without
attention to continually tuning, the music will not be harmonious.



Human flourishing creates resonance. The task of cultivating and
conceiving41 was given in the garden: cultivating and conceiving are
culture-making activities. Echoing the song that was sung at the creation
of the world is creation’s task; resonating and amplifying the narrative of

38

‘Big Song-Story,’ ‘God’s song-story’ and ‘song-story’ are used interchangeably to refer
to the narrative of God’s history in the world, understood in terms of song and music.
39

Acts 17:28.

40

Sweet, Summoned, 15.

41

Leonard Sweet and Frank Viola, Jesus: A Theography, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2012), 42.
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God’s song-story. Each person must find their own song, but develop it in
the context of community.


Scripture is the musical score. Scripture shapes the contours, direction,
and opportunities which may unfold. The scripture-score places us in the
midst of possibility, but it is not the music. Scripture is not the embodied
playing, singing, making, listening, and experiencing of the actual music.
The score must be sung and played to become music. Words on paper do
not resonate: only people, singing and playing, make music. Bringing the
musical score to life creates resonance.



Narrative is the ‘Big Song-Story’ that unfolds in the music. Narrative and
song-story in this paper are not reduced to simply the historical unfolding
of time. Narrative is the melody that carries stories, history, letters, poetry,
genealogies, instructions, dreams, and prophecies in a way that both
encompasses all ways of knowing, yet at the same time cannot be reduced
to any one genre. This paper uses the term ‘song-story’ to convey the
breadth and depth of the unfolding of the activity of God and creation.
Some music unfolds prescriptively, such as the “paradigmatic example”42
of classical programmatic music, Hector Berlioz’ Symphonie Fantastique.43
However, from a theological perspective, narrative is not prescriptive, but

42

Harvard Dictionary of Music, 2nd ed., s.v. “Symphonic Poem.” Other prominent pieces
with an explicit ‘extra-musical narrative’ include: Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony, The Pastoral;
Sibelius’ tone poem Finlandia; Richard Strauss’ Don Juan; and George Gershwin’s American in
Paris.
43

Listen to Berlioz’, Symphonie Fantastique, Op.14., which relates a drug-induced series of
morbid fantasies concerning the unrequited love of a sensitive poet involving murder, execution,
and the torments of hell. Georg Solti, Chicago Symphony Orchestra, London Records G2-36839,
1993.
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unfolds improvisationally, in a relationship between the creator of the
song and those singing it.


Imagination is the timbre of the various voices, which encompasses the
texture, range, and overtones of each particular instrument. Timbre is what
distinguishes a French horn from an English horn, a tuba from a trumpet,
a flute from a violin, a bass from a soprano. Timbre is a combination of the
person and their instrument. In a wind instrument, vibrato and finger
placement affects timbre, in the same way that body shape and breath
control do in a singer. Timbre also applies to the sound of a particular
community, as its collective imagination reflects its ‘place’ and ‘people.’
Each ‘body of Christ’ resonates with a timbre that could only be made by
that group of people in that particular context. The Spirit is breath, vibrato
and touch, animating each individual, transforming them into a
community: their gifts, voice, and ‘self’ reflected in the communal
imagination, bringing the gospel to life.



Covenant, creativity, and communitas are the core melodies or themes of
this current movement of the big song-story. Throughout history, each era
has had scriptural or theological themes that become prominent. These
themes or melodies may be thought of as the ‘song’ that different
historical periods bring to the big song-story. The early church fathers
were in a period of dialogue about the melodies of incarnation and the
Trinity; the reformations included choruses about religion in the
vernacular; Pentecostalism and the revival movement sang of the ecstatic
and the Spirit. Likewise, one way of seeing the current time period is
through the lens of covenant, creativity, and community. The church has
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been rehearsing propositional themes from a different time period; now is
the time to begin rehearsing a new movement of the symphony. Just as
previous themes in a musical work are not discarded, but are transformed
or resonate in less prominent instruments, so in the church, familiar
themes are not rejected, but new themes are given priority.


The liturgical calendar and lectionary become the sectioning framework
for the music: bar lines (boundaries for keeping everyone together),
musical instructions like tempo (pace of the music), changes in dynamics
(loud or quiet), use and placement of accents (smooth connection between
notes or sharp emphasis), and rests (silence). The liturgical seasons,
colours, symbols, and reading help to keep the church grounded in the
story, and ‘on the same page’ with the church-universal.



The worship planning interface is the key signature of worship. The key
signature sits in the background, providing a web of support for the
unfolding music. The key signature creates the stability of the sound of
the music, establishing relationships between the notes so that you hear
connections and movement, tension and resolution.44 EPIC,45 discussed in
Chapter Five, acts as a key signature for the worship gathering in the
proposed model, providing an interface or delivery system for the
practices of the gathering.



The worship planning team demonstrates ensemble in the preparation and
development of the content and structure of the worship gathering. In an

44
Daniel J. Levitin, This is Your Brain on Music: The Science of a Human Obsession (New
York: Penguin Group, 2006), 15-18.
45

Sweet, Post-modern Pilgrims, 30.
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orchestra, there is an elusive quality called ensemble, which develops
when those involved have built connections and rapport through working
together in all types of conditions, over an extended period of time.
Worship planning cannot be the result of one single voice. The sound of
one person singing sola voce (a single voice) or a cappella (without
accompaniment) may be lovely, but a single voice can never create
harmony. Worship planning requires a small group of people committed
to the process of playing and imagining together, who are willing to
invest in modeling and teaching others. Learning to trust your section,
anticipating the exact moment of release of the bow from the string,
breathing together, and synchronizing vibrato are the subtle, but essential,
qualities of ensemble. Churches need to practice and demonstrate the art
of ensemble, particularly in the area of worship planning.


Finally, the concert hall is a playground, a physical and spiritual
environment where all of the other elements coalesce into music. There
are many possible playgrounds for worship: the science lab, the school
classroom, the factory line, the artist’s studio, the writer’s retreat, the
cancer hospice, and the local pub. Each and every environment in which
the people of faith find themselves is a playground where the skills and
themes that are learned in gathered worship begin to resonate out into our
culture. Play is not to be confused with ‘fun’ or ‘happiness’ or
‘childishness.’ Play is a biological necessity for humans.46 This is the crux
of the need for a new metaphor for worship. Our humanness is
46

Stuart Brown and Christopher Vaughan, Play: How it Shapes the Brain, Opens the
Imagination, and Invigorates the Soul (New York: Penguin Books, 2009), Kindle ed., loc. 125.
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atrophying in the current worship paradigm. This paper privileges the
metaphors of play and music for imagining possible changes to the
structure and content of the weekly gathering, so that the people of God
can come alive to the song-story of which they are an integral part.
The life of faith is just that: a life. For most churchgoers, eighty-five
percent of their life (six out of seven days per week) is spent outside of the
church building. The song-story is much bigger than what is happening in the
weekly gathering for worship. Practicing the song-story in the playground of
worship helps the church to sing it more truthfully and more beautifully.
Learning to sing the song truthfully and beautifully inspires God’s people to sing
it more often, and more confidently. Singing the story more confidently becomes
a witness to the dominant consumer-culture and invites others to participate in
God’s symphony. For Brueggemann, “the prophetic witness of the church is not
to be identified in some specific functions of ministry [such as small groups, or
outreach to shut-ins] and not in others. Prophetic witness is a mind-set. It is a
countercultural consciousness of how the community of faith sees all things.”47
Seeing worship as a playground, where the church rehearses the song-story in
order to take it into the world, creates a “countercultural consciousness.” Instead
of the church’s witness consisting of what it is against, the improvisation of the
song reaches the culture with melody, harmonic diversity and beauty. The
proposals in this document invite the people of faith to see all things through an
imaginative, playful lens, grounded in covenant, growing in creativity, and
graced by true community (communitas). The themes of covenant, creativity and

47

Brueggemann, Prophetic Imagination, loc. 2072.
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communitas are developed in order to teach the people of God to learn the
practices of the alternative narrative: risk, play and discovery. The challenge is to
design a worship praxis in which the faith community develops these skills, in
order to become immersed in the alternate song-story.
This document examines how the gathered-church’s liturgical shape
might be imagined as playground, where boundaries, images, and rituals are reformed in order to develop an imaginative faithfulness and a deep immersion in
God’s narrative, for the benefit of his creation and his creatures. If we are shaped
by what we love,48 then as people of faith, we must learn to be shaped by the
greatest love story ever told.49

48
49

Smith, 25.

Leonard Sweet, So Beautiful: Divine Design for Life and the Church (Colorado Springs:
David C. Cook, 2009), 101.

	
  
CHAPTER ONE
THE STORY WE FIND OURSELVES IN
She sat at the back, again, as the happy-clappy music washed over her. After 10
years of sitting near the front with her husband, she couldn’t go back to that row. Not
now. She held a palm branch, willing herself – her body – to receive and offer the praise
that the day evoked. She came every week because she knew she needed to be here. Needed
the companionship and support. Needed to worship, to be surrounded by praise, to enter
the story, to be called to the table and know that she was loved.
Some people held the palm branches high, waving them with enthusiasm. Others
didn’t seem to know what to do. A couple of kids were sneaking under the chairs, picking
up the ones that had been discarded on the floor. It seemed noisier than usual, but that
might have been caused by the buzz echoing in her head these last few weeks, as the
reality of living on her own was sinking in. The loneliness, pain, and fear were
overwhelming, causing the relentless background noise. But today the sound was
different, a dissonant ringing in the room, like the clashing overtones when the guitars
and the piano are not quite in tune. And then it happened. The worship leader shouted
out, “If you don’t sing louder, the rocks will cry out!” Something inside her broke. “How
DARE YOU,” she thought and every fibre in her body wanted to scream out loud: “How
dare you use that verse to manipulate us!” Her anger, held in check by the flimsiest of
threads, exploded. She ran out of the building, down the hill, and, even though it was still
cold out, began the short trek around the lake.
How could this happen? How could a people who had learned to worship with
banners and flags, dance and song-writing, not react to a worship leader who so clearly
abused the biblical story? Did the worship leader really distrust the community so fully
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that he needed to resort to manipulation? How could these people – her people – become
so indifferent to the pain and despair in their midst that they blithely continued as if
everything was ‘normal?’
But these were her people, and through the many ups and downs of church life,
she loved them. She had learned, through hands-and-knees-on-the-ground struggle, that
running away could not solve the problems. You had to face them – head on. It always
took the courage of someone who would speak authentically. She knew, in her heart, that
into was the only way through.
So she made her way back up the hill, into the building, and re-claimed her seat.
“Maybe it’s just me,” she thought, “maybe...” But no, these people loved Jesus and loved
their community. These were folks who knew how to celebrate and how to lament. This
was a community that had been trained to see and hear the Spirit, to walk with Jesus, and
to expect new things – daily. Somehow they had become stuck. Or comfortable. Or
distracted. They had detoured into the land of the-latest-popular-song, who-needsscripture, churn-it-out-like-last-week, worship. And on that day, that Palm/Passion
Sunday morning, that remembrance of intertwined praise and pathos, the community
had shown itself fundamentally indifferent to the Story and to each other.
As she sat, discouraged, a familiar voice whispered “You are not alone…” Not
alone? Well, she knew she wasn’t alone. God had been her solid foundation in the midst
of the pain. But as she looked around, she wondered, “Perhaps there are others who sense,
but don’t have words to speak of their sensing? Perhaps what I sense is echoing with
someone else? Perhaps I’m not alone!” So, that morning she began the search for the way
back, or the way into, or through, or around, or over. The way to life. That was what she
needed – perhaps that was what her community needed, too. In the midst of the passion
story that was so tangibly playing out in her life, she began to imagine a different future.
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Church … What’s Your Story?
The opening narrative draws us into the Sunday morning experience of
one person who finds herself in the midst of a worshiping community that seems
to be more focused on externals than habits of the heart. It tells the story of the
breakdown of contemporary, evangelical, ‘free’ worship, in one particular
congregation, with the result that the worship gathering seems to have missed
the mark in communicating the story to the congregation. However, this is not an
isolated experience. Unfortunately, the worship practices of both small, local,
congregations and the ubiquitous mega-church have consistently been shown to
be ineffective in developing disciples with transformational faith.1 What worship
‘looks like’ has become a primary concern for many churches and a primary
focus of congregational resources: financial resources, human capital, marketing
focus, and facilities design, all serve the visual and aural ‘window dressing’ of
worship.
If we are to examine the ‘habits of the heart,’ we must ask some pointed
questions: How is corporate worship part of the overall individual’s progress
toward a deep, thick, reproducible faith, and how are the related habits formed?
How do God’s people learn to sing their God-given song(s) in the context of the
unfolding symphony of God’s story? Is it even the role of worship to focus on

1

The following are three examples reflect this position: Kenda Creasy Dean, Almost
Christian: What the Faith of our Teenagers is Telling the American Church (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2010); Mike Breen and Steve Cockram, Building A Discipling Culture (South Carolina: 3
Dimension Ministries, 2009); and, Editorial, Christianity Today, “What Reveal Reveals: Criticisms
of Willow's latest self-study do not undermine its value,” February 27, 2008.
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2008/march/11.27.html (accessed February 10, 2011).
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these questions of formation, or should the corporate gathering primarily be
attentive to “ascribing worth”2 to God?
This paper’s foundational premise is that immersion in the playful,
imaginative narrative of covenant, creativity and communitas is the foundation of
developing an alternative community. Both mainline and evangelical churches
have been accused of making God an ‘object’ of worship, rather than the ‘subject’
of a personal, communal relationship.3 Instead of the worship gathering being a
place where a community pursues a living, loving God-relationship, the
corporate gathering often focuses on “systematizing ideas about God…”4 where
understanding is codified, structured, and rigid. “The shift has left us with casual
doctrinal assent that exists independent of a changed life.”5
A (stereo)typical Sunday morning gathering in a small Canadian6
evangelical free church7 is based on a simple two-part structure: music and

2

“Ascribing worth” is a definition often used as a foundation for examining worship. See
N.T. Wright, For All God’s Worth: True Worship and the Calling of the Church (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1997), 6.
3

Leonard Sweet, Out of the Question, Into the Mystery: Getting Lost in the Godlife
Relationship (Colorado Springs: WaterBrook Press, 2004), 6.
4

Dorothy Butler Bass, Christianity After Religion: The End of Church and the Birth of A New
Spiritual Awakening (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, Inc., 2012), Kindle ed., loc. 1526.
5

Sweet, Out of the Question, 5.

6

The Canadian context in this document includes Canadian spelling, and includes,
where possible, examples incorporating Canadian music, musicians, artists, and Canadian
cultural references.
7

The phrase ‘evangelical free church’ refers to churches that are evangelical in their
beliefs, and ecumenical in their belonging: they may wear the label ‘Baptist,’ ‘Alliance,’ ‘Christian
Reformed,’ ‘non-denominational,’ ‘community church,’ etc., but they each desire to express a
style of worship that rejects the imposed structure of a ‘high-church’ formalized weekly worship
outline, as well as the overarching liturgical narrative of the lectionary. They are primarily
‘contemporary’ in their expression, reflecting the cultural norms of the popular music genre,
using a vocal team, guitars, keyboards, and percussion to lead the singing. These churches place
a significant emphasis on ‘worship as musical engagement’ and typically have a loosely bi-partite
weekly structure of worship/preaching. Most congregations in this style include communion
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preaching. For some, music equals worship; singing songs to God is the primary
way that many people define worship. This extended time of singing allows
people to enter into a mental, emotional, and spiritual attitude that is conducive
to ‘feeling close to God.’ “It is through singing that praise, adoration, devotion
and love are given to God. In turn, through the work of the Holy Spirit, God’s
presence is experienced by the worshipper.”8 Preaching is primarily pastorfocused, possibly with a drama or video clip, sometimes including the
opportunity for questions or discussion at the end. Small groups are used to
push the relational connections out into the community, and needs-based or
topical groups are the norm in many congregations.
These worship practices frequently become a form of idolatry, “for God is
not fooled when we try to substitute beautiful music [or programs] for beautiful
relationships.”9 ‘Worshipping worship’ is the outcome of a consumer culture that
values excellence in presentation rather than exercises in formation. Idolatry
appears when the ‘things’ of worship become a priority, “aiming our heart away
from the Creator to some aspect of the creation as if it were God. … Christian
worship needs to be intentionally liturgical, formative, and pedagogical in order
to counter such mis-formations and mis-directions.”10
Five specific reasons can be articulated to explain why churches are
struggling with formative practices in the weekly worship gatherings:
monthly. In this general worship structure “free” usually indicates “free-from” the imposition of
liturgical “baggage.”
8

Pete Ward, Selling Worship: How What We Sing Has Changed the Church (Milton Keynes,
UK: Paternoster Press, 2005), 199.
9
Ibid., 174. Here Ward is quoting Graeme Kendrick, a prominent English worship leader
and songwriter.
10

Smith, 88.
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1.

worship leaders are unaware of their own immersion in the cultural
narrative and its implications;

2.

worship leaders are unfamiliar with the biblical narrative (as opposed to
the propositions and points of Bible study);

3.

pastors and worship leaders are unequipped to design and lead
appropriate, pedagogically formative practices;

4.

church communities are unintentional about the development and
assessment of their worship praxis; and,

5.

pastors and worship leaders are unaware of the need for cultural exegesis
and semiotics in forming people of faith.
This chapter discusses three aspects of the ‘Story We Find Ourselves In.’

First, number 1 above: the dominant cultural-consumer narrative of
individualism, materialism, and consumerism is pervasive in North America and
has infiltrated the worship and communal life of many evangelical free churches.
Second, immersion in the cultural-consumer narrative has lead to the prevalence
of what is called ‘Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.’ Third, church leadership is not
succeeding against the dominant narrative because of the four other areas (above
#2. – 5.) that prevent the imaginative immersion of the people of faith in the
alternate song-story.

Immersion in the Cultural Narrative
The contemporary American church is so largely enculturated to
the American ethos of consumerism that it has little power to
believe or to act. The internal cause of such enculturation is our loss
of identity through the abandonment of the faith tradition… The
church will not have power to act or believe until it recovers its
tradition of faith and permits that tradition to be the primal way
out of enculturation. This is not a cry for traditionalism but rather a
judgment that the church has no business more pressing than the
reappropriation of its memory in its full power and authenticity.11
11
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Walter Brueggemann, Old Testament theologian and pastor, penned this
insight nearly 35 years ago, identifying clearly the church’s struggle to overcome
the influences of the culture, particularly the influence of consumerism.
Brueggemann is concerned that the church has become simply a reflection of its
surrounding culture and that consumerism has co-opted the community of faith,
making it numb to its own stories and memory.12 Instead, he believes that the
primary purpose of the church “is to nurture, nourish, and evoke a
consciousness and perception alternative to the … dominant culture around
us.”13 In addition to the overarching influence of consumerism, the influences of
individualism and materialism are pervasive in North American culture. Hugh
Halter identifies these three as “barriers to incarnational community,”14 or, in
Brueggemann’s language, barriers to an “alternative community.”15 These three
cultural influences will each be discussed separately.

Consumerism
The activity of consuming has become a kind of template or model
for the way in which citizens of contemporary Western societies
have come to view all their activities. Since ... more and more areas
of contemporary society have become assimilated to a ‘consumer
model’ it is perhaps hardly surprising that the underlying
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metaphysics of consumerism has in the process become a kind of
default philosophy for all modern life.16
Consumerism is a social norm that prioritizes the purchase (and
consumption) of products for the sake of having them, not in response to
personal need. It prioritizes economic transaction designed to facilitate the
industrialized world’s production of goods and services in a capitalist market
system.17 This market system defines our consumer-culture. Bauman also
identifies an emerging ‘flip-side’ to purchasing: “a new emphasis on the disposal
of things, rather than on their appropriation, suits well the logic of a consumeroriented economy; … an economy whose main concern … is a rapid and
accelerating acquisition of purchased products and their subsequent
consignment to waste.”18
The church’s immersion in consumerism is indisputable. Contemporary
Christian Music and the Christian publishing business are multi-million dollar
industries which, although admittedly hurt by the economic downturn, still
churn out tens of thousands of books and thousands of recordings every year.19
Books and materials in every possible genre from a Christian perspective: selfhelp books, theological books, how-to studies, Sunday School curricula, small
group study materials, Christian jewelry, knickknacks, posters, and artwork, not
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to mention Bibles, fill the shelves of Christian bookstores and the shopping carts
of online retailers. And just as Bauman has articulated in the general culture,
there is a significant connection between consuming and discarding in the
church as well.
The rate of change in the use of popular Christian music in worship
services reflects this reality. While the latest new album from popular worship
artists is eagerly anticipated, the songs that are introduced to the congregation
may only be sung for a few weeks before being rejected in favour of newer
material. Pete Ward highlights this issue for the contemporary church: “So
quickly do songs come into fashion and out again that ... congregations have a
repertoire that changes every year. ‘Christian songs, like so much else in the
modern world, have become disposable.’”20
In addition to the ‘soft’ cultural product of songs, physical technology
(projectors, multiple screens that move silently, video cameras, sound systems,
and high-end instruments) also plays an integral role in mega-church worship,
and its use is becoming ubiquitous in smaller contexts as well. These resources
are not inappropriate in and of themselves, but the fact that they are seen as
necessary and disposable points to an adoption of a consumerism approach. The
question of having these resources is moot. Now the question is how much, and
how often will it be replaced.
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Individualism
Individual exposure to the vagaries of commodity-and-labour
markets inspires and promotes division, not unity; it puts a
premium on competitive attitudes, while degrading collaboration
and team work to the rank of temporary stratagems that need to be
suspended or terminated the moment their benefits have been used
up.21
Individualism is a personal belief that puts one’s own welfare and desires
at the top of the ‘to do’ list. In this quote, Bauman is describing a cultural
environment where the individual is trained to look out for ‘number one.’
“Society is being transformed by the passage from the ‘solid’ to ‘liquid’ phase of
modernity, in which all social forms melt faster than new ones can be cast.”22 In
order to survive in this liquid environment, individuals learn to develop
different facades for different contexts. Liquidity, fragmentation, and
competition result in the individual need to develop different expressions of
one’s personality for the variety of contexts in which one might find oneself.23
“The virtue proclaimed best to serve individual interests is not conformity to
rules… but flexibility: readiness to change tactics and style on short notice…”24
For example, everyone needs a ‘busy’ story, an explanation of the pressures of
family or work, long commutes and the inefficiencies of others, that can be used
in various social contexts to ‘fit in’ or find connection.25 The stories we tell about
our identity involve our activities and possessions. These present a view to the
21
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world that becomes a shorthand for our life. A BMW in the driveway could mean
a high-paying job, or financial smarts on a more modest income. Because of the
fluidity of our stories, our activities and our possessions can easily be discarded
(or traded up) when they no longer serve us, they no longer meet our needs, or
no longer tell the story that we want for our lives.
In the church, the challenges presented by individualism are subtle, and
often influenced by a stereotypical idea of what it means to be a ‘good church
goer.’ The dominant story told in faith communities is one where ‘everything is
great.’ Everyone has a great marriage, is happy with their life, the kids are
perfect, and it’s so good to be here! Trying to maintain this façade is hard work,
and when it gets too hard, or the realities of life threaten to ‘blow our cover,’
many people simply disappear from weekly attendance. Individualism is often
blamed when people say “I don’t like the music style,” or “I wish we had a better
youth program,” but these two statements are more a reflection of consumerism
than individualism. In Bauman’s assessment, individualism is about creating our
‘persona’: our personal, socially constructed identity. In the church, it becomes
about keeping up appearances, or not being able to let others see what is most
fundamentally and intimately real.
Churches encourage this façade by creating gatherings where there is little
time and space for personal interaction. The ‘good church goer’ persona is
reinforced when the emotional range of expression is limited to happy and
joyful, when God’s presence in our lives is focused on the blessings, when
positive response to our requests get top-billing, and when the stories of life and
scripture reflect primarily ‘happy endings.’
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Individualism is expressed in our need to ‘fit in,’ to present ourselves in a
socially normative way, and to protect ourselves from the unwelcome scrutiny of
others. Much of our contemporary worship is designed to be superficial to the
realities of our daily experience: don’t dwell too much on situations that are
depressing (like the local news), don’t spend too much time in confession or
make it too personal, and don’t let the ‘difficult’ people in the community tell
their stories. The gathering dances around the ‘do’s’ and ‘don’ts’ of our social
norms, and fails to delve deeply into relationships that are connected enough
and trustworthy enough to step into a place of vulnerability and honesty. Many
of the songs neglect the commitment of discipleship and offer instead a safe, feelgood theology.26 Palm Sunday and Easter are great celebrations, but the call to
lament, the disciplines of Lent, and the pain of Good Friday do not fit with a mecentred society. In these ways, the church’s practices closely reflect the culture of
individualism.

Materialism
Progress has turned into a sort of endless and uninterrupted game
of musical chairs in which a moment of inattention results in
irreversible defeat and irrevocable exclusion. Instead of great
expectations and sweet dreams, ‘progress’ evokes an insomnia full
of nightmares of ‘being left behind’ – of missing the train.27
Materialism manifests in a possessiveness of the things that we have
acquired in the consumer economy. According to Bauman, hyper-materialism
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has dissolved every sense of safety, and devolved into a fear of not having
enough, not having the right things, and not being able to hang on to those
things that we do have.28 The effect of materialism is that there is a pervasive
anxiety about what the ‘next new thing’ will be and whether we will have access
to it. There was a status update circulating on Facebook recently: “Whatever the
next thing is after BluRay, I’m not doing it. I refuse to replace my entire media
collection, AGAIN. ‘Like’ if you agree.” While this may elicit a few chuckles, and
thousands of ‘likes,’ the reality is that the majority of people will replace their
entire media collection, again, because the culture of materialism has
programmed us to do it. Kids will pressure their parents, friends will rave about
the benefits (and significantly minimize the costs), and the media will flood the
airwaves with the story of how it will change everyone’s lives. Materialism
thrives on the fear of being left out and on the latent anxiety caused by the
perceived need to “keep up with the Joneses.”29
In the church context, materialism is subtle, but the main effect is that fear
of making a mistake causes the church to prefer the status quo. Materialism is a
protectionist attitude that prevents seeing the bigger picture. Materialism is the
motivation behind ‘tweaking’: PowerPoint for the pastor or video backgrounds
for the song lyrics. Rather than technology opening new windows of
opportunity, they are used to show that the church is ‘relevant’ and ‘with the
times.’ Resources are kept within the control of our ‘space’ for fear that they will
be squandered. It becomes difficult to imagine a different way of being in the
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world, because of the forces that press all around. Because of a ‘bigger is better’
cultural norm, if attendance is growing, then rather than experience the
discomfort of starting new congregations, or going to multiple services, or trying
different configurations of programs, the ‘solution’ is to launch a building
campaign and spend multi-millions of dollars building a large, state-of-the-art
campus. Being ‘left-behind’ is both a temporal and spiritual terror.
These are only a few examples of how the cultural-consumer narrative has
infiltrated the church’s programs and worship gatherings. One effect of this
immersion is that the gospel itself has been co-opted and distorted so that it fits
more neatly into the cultural norms. The resulting pseudo-Christianity is called
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.

Moralistic Therapeutic Deism
[After] two and a half centuries of shacking up with “the
American dream,” churches have perfected a dicey codependence
between consumer-driven therapeutic individualism and religious
pragmatism.
—Kenda Creasy Dean
The outcome of the church’s acquiescence to the cultural-consumer
narrative of consumerism, individualism, and materialism is clearly articulated
in Kenda Creasy Dean’s book Almost Christian, which documents her work as a
researcher with the National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR),30 a 10-year,
comprehensive engagement with young people and their views about faith and
religion. Although this study focuses exclusively on young people (age 12-18),
30
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there can be little doubt that its results are indicative of the opinions and
practices of the adults in the North American church as well.31 For Dean,
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism (MTD) in our young people is a direct result of the
current practices in the church. “Why do teenagers practice [MTD]? Not because
they have misunderstood… [but because] this is what we have taught them in
church.”32 Teenagers’ beliefs and practices are a direct result of the teaching,
rituals, and engagement of the adults in their lives, and in particular, of the
churches that they attend. The religion of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism and the
“consequential faith”33 of a Christian are different from each other in four ways.
First, MTD is not established in relationship. For teens in this study, God
is primarily an idea, not a companion.34 In typical modern/enlightenment
thinking, religion is seen as a set of propositions or ideas to which we are called
to assent. For some, these ideas may even be called beliefs, but as such, they are
still open to the postmodern practice of interrogation and repeated turnover
common in individualism. Beliefs which do not fit the individual’s current needs
or situation may be discarded or ‘back-burnered,’ and other more popular or
prominent beliefs adopted.
Second, as a belief system, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism lacks a
foundation of love. The religion that young people have learned is one in which
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the object of one’s attention reflects Buber’s ‘It’ rather than ‘You.’35 This stance
toward God means that God becomes object, an ‘it’ held at arm’s length, not a
‘you,’ held in face-to-face relation, or in one’s heart. This is a logical outcome if
the foundation of one’s faith is not personal but propositional. It is difficult to be
in love with, or deeply connected to, a point-form list of beliefs. In contrast to an
undergirding awareness of God’s covenantal, personal, incarnational love, MTD
is based on abstract ideas – objective and impersonal.
Third, is that MTD lacks commitment. As a religion without relationship,
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is satisfied with affiliation, a level of involvement
and commitment that is significantly lower than most social activities in which
the youth and their families also participate. “MTD makes no pretense at
changing lives; it is a low commitment, compartmentalized set of attitudes aimed
at ‘meeting my needs’ and ‘making me happy.’”36 Young people who have
grown up in the church have absorbed the belief that religious faith is simply
another tool (along with consumerism, individualism, materialism, school, extracurricular activities, etc.) to living a good life and having everything that one
could need. MTD places the focus squarely on personal, “me first” cultural
messages, reinforcing an individualistic perspective, in contrast to Christ’s
example of self-giving, incarnational involvement in the world.
Finally, MTD is fundamentally lacking in connections to the larger biblical
narrative. Young people are focused on an individualistic religion that “values ...

35
Esther Lightcap Meek, Loving to Know: Covenant Epistemology (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade
Books, 2011), 250.
36

Dean, Almost Christian, loc. 547.

36
	
  
making dialogue easier with people who may not share [their] views.”37 Without
an overarching story of God’s involvement in the world (and by extension, their
own), young people are content to live into the ‘here and now’ without
reservation. The cultural story overrides all others and participation in that story
is deemed a priority. Dean interprets the NSYR as showing that “the story of
God’s courtship with us through Jesus Christ ... has been muted in many
congregations, replaced by an ecclesial complacency [that tells a story in which]
not much is at stake.”38 MTD allows young people to shape their own stories,
independent of a historical grounding, without the benefit of being shaped in the
context of community, in a story of God’s present and active participation and
love.
In her analysis, Dean is quite clear that the implications of the NSYR
should not be interpreted as an indictment of young people, but should be
placed firmly within the context of the local church. The reason that young
people have this type of faith is because that is the way adults view their own
spiritual lives, and that is the way the church teaches its members. MTD “seems
to be colonizing many historical religious traditions and, almost without anyone
noticing, converting believers ... to its alternative religious vision of divinely
underwritten personal happiness and interpersonal niceness.”39 In fact, the
principle authors of the NSYR “are forthright about how this ‘colonization’...
influences Christianity: a significant part of Christianity... is actually only
tenuously Christian in any sense that it is seriously connected to the actual
37
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historical Christian tradition, but has rather substantially morphed into ...
Christian Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.”40 For many people, this is the only kind
of Christianity that they know. This evidence that churches have become unable
to articulate and transmit a biblical God-story in the face of an overwhelming
cultural story appears incontrovertible.41
Immersion in the cultural-consumer story is now an accepted reality.
Research project after research project documents the post-Christendom reality.42
One recent study found that amongst church-goers, the bible is viewed as: a
“‘product’ to be used in pragmatic ways to reinforce beliefs”43 or a “text” book
for those who wish to study it, but of little interest to the majority of people in
the pews. And if those who profess even nominal faith by attending a church are
struggling with their attention to the biblical narrative, how much greater is the
illiteracy in the culture. “A remarkable culture-shift has taken place around us.
The most basic contours of American culture have been radically altered. ...
Clearly, there is a new narrative, a post-Christian narrative, that is animating
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large portions of this society.”44 Many, many churches have lost the plumb line of
the Christ and the “epic story of Jesus as the single, ascertainable truth that
triumphs over all other contingent truths.”45 But it is not just the church’s
immersion in the cultural-consumer narrative that makes a return to the
alternative narrative difficult; there are other factors specific to worship and
worship planning, that also mitigate against success.

Time for a Tune-Up
While the primary argument here is that the church is immersed in the
cultural-consumer narrative (and is fundamentally unaware of its immersion),
there are other ways that the church’s practices and structures do not resonate
with God’s song-story. Every musician will find herself out of tune from time to
time. The church is long overdue for a tune-up in these four critical areas.

Uninformed About the Biblical Narrative
Worship leaders frequently exhibit a lack of awareness of the details,
nuances, contours, and content of the biblical story. The refrain ‘God is Good –
All the Time’ is, in some cases, the substance of the theological reflection on
worship’s purpose and place in the life of faith. Not surprisingly, this echoes one
of the primary characteristics of MTD: seeing religion as a place where the
individual can learn to be happy and nice. The unwillingness of worship
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planners and pastors to become immersed in the biblical narrative is
demonstrated primarily by a rejection of any and all submission to a liturgical
cycle.
The liturgical cycle has two parts: the calendar and the lectionary; both are
helpful in structuring the daily, weekly, yearly progression of time according to a
theological rhythm around the redeeming work of the Christ.46 One of the first
ways one becomes immersed in a new environment is to change their watch, to
conform to the time zone of the new place. This is one of the critical benefits of
understanding and using a liturgical cycle. The liturgical calendar is difficult to
ignore, particularly since our culture has privileged parts of that calendar –
Christmas and Easter – and adopted them into civic society. However, the
liturgical calendar has much more depth and breadth and substance than is
found is the cultural celebration of these dates.47 As a partner to the liturgical
calendar, the modern lectionary is designed exactly for the purpose of the
regular, repetitive, rooted connection to God’s story in the whole of scripture, but
it is not a modern invention.48 Luke 4:14-21 tells us that Jesus taught in the local
synagogues, and that the reading for the day was “given to him.” A structured
order of reading the scriptures was part of the Jewish practice, as they were
intentional about telling and remembering the details of their story.49 The only
way to become immersed in a story is to faithfully tell that story and connect it
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with one’s individual and communal life. The lack of attention to the shape and
contour of the story of God’s relentless love for his creation, his repeated offer of
grace in the face of humanity’s rejection of that love, and his ultimate promise of
full restoration because of Jesus’ faithful life, death, and resurrection, belies a
belief in our individual ability to tell a ‘better’ story.

Unequipped to Design Pedagogically Formative Practices
Leonard Sweet distinguishes between Gutenberg and Google as cultural
‘generations,’ each of which has learned a different cultural interface, or way of
interacting with its culture and the information that it dispenses. In addition,
Sweet articulates the learning styles and cultural engagement of each
generation:50 Gutenbergers’ practices have become outdated, as culture and brain
research has begun to understand new ways that we think and process
information. Google brains (and bodies) are not formed by propositions, points
and principles, but by kinesthetic participation and engagement with images,
metaphors and narratives.
Gutenbergers suited their times well. But in the Googler world—
the age of experience, participation, image, and connection—
Gutenbergers have proven to be unwilling to let go of their fixed
position. Googlers are more adaptive to the future while being
anchored in the past . . .Gutenbergers are putting more and more
distance between themselves and what God is doing in the world.51
Most churches are committed to pedagogical theory and practice that was
developed in the 1500s. Propositional and expositional preaching is a Gutenberg
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method that dates from the time of the reformations. 52 Hugh Halter points to the
20th-century version of propositional preaching as a tool of the cultural narrative:
“our focus on preaching as the ‘main thing’ has not produced the level of
discipleship we had hoped it would. Even more, our priority for pulpit-centered
Christianity may actually be one of the most consumer-oriented aspects of
evangelicalism today.”53
The separation of children and adults in the worship gathering also points
to an inappropriate pedagogical approach. Treating children as a separate class
of learner, and not as simply fellow followers at a different stage of the journey
led to “one of the twentieth century’s largest category errors.”54 In fact, the idea
that there are different classes of followers who should be isolated into groups
according to age or gender or length of time on the journey of following again
points to our consumer-focused approach – that somehow churches should be
structured in the same way as our industrial-age educational institutions.
The church’s teaching methods are no longer effective for the 21st
century’s biblically illiterate, orally grounded, image-driven culture. Didactic,
assembly-line, mechanistic teaching has not shaped our children in the ways of
faith, and propositional preaching has not developed committed disciples of our
adults.
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Unintentional About the Development and Assessment of its Practices
The fact that the church is still using pedagogical methods from the 16th
century proves this point almost on its own. Our development as human beings
has far outpaced the church’s ability to engage with and connect to those outside
its doors. Brain research has identified and documented the incredible ways that
humans learn and process their world,55 but the church has been unable to grasp
these emerging processes and put them into effect. When new methods have
been reviewed and implemented, it has been to simply adopt a more culturally
relevant medium (e.g., PowerPoint), without assessing or understanding the
pedagogical needs as such. The result is, as Dean has pointed out in her
assessment of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism, that the story has been packaged in
Hollywood’s entertainment garb without an understanding of how the ‘medium
is the message.’
Rubrics for evaluating church practices rely heavily on leadership models
that impose an “alien template”56 on the biblical story, so that the scriptural
metaphors of servant and follower are subsumed into cultural metaphors. The
leadership checklist of buildings, bums, and bucks has led the church down a
foreign path, the wide, smooth road of materialism and wealth.
In the more particular sphere of worship planning, evaluation and
assessment is seen to be fraught with dangers. There is the perceived
tempermentality of ‘the artistic types’ and the musicians’ egos to consider. The
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belief that the church is a democracy (another alien template), where any
solution must respond to every individualistic whim and whimper creates
distrust between artists and others. Congregational reflection on worship
practices is rarely consistent, intentional, and productive. The maxim “Don’t
open Pandora’s Box” indicates the extent to which churches are willing to go in
order to minimize change and institutionalize the status quo.

Unaware of the Importance of Cultural Exegesis or Semiotics
Many church models have thought of culture as something to be resisted
or avoided.57 The lifeboat model of ‘church as refuge from outside influence’ has
been pervasive. But God created humans to cultivate and conceive, culturally, in
the world we have been given. Seeing faith and the church as a barricaded
enclave is not resonant with the biblical narrative; being wisely engaged with the
world is the way that Jesus modeled.
Jesus was a cultivator of culture. … He spent prime years simply
absorbing, practicing and passing on his culture—not preaching,
not healing, not introducing the dramatic innovations that would
bring him into conflict with the nation’s leaders. … When the
image of the invisible God arrived, he took on not just flesh, but
culture as well.58
The majority of Jesus’ life was spent is obscurity, going about his daily
routines with his family, being trained in the ways of the social-cultural
milieu of a first-century Jew. He learned his culture and oriented himself
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to address this very particular, uniquely storied community with the good
news of the kingdom of God; the good news of the presence of God.59
James Smith argues that Christian analysis of culture must accurately
assess the ways that the dominant narrative trains people to be devoted to
cultural-consumer engagement.60 Because of the church’s emphasis on cognitive
belief processes, it has missed the reality that formation is based on embodied
practices, not belief systems. Instead of looking through a cognitive model at the
culture, “[the church] should be asking: What vision of human flourishing is
implicit in this or that [cultural] practice? … What sort of person will I become
after being immersed in this or that cultural liturgy? This is a process that we can
describe as cultural exegesis.”61 Cultural exegesis seeks to move beyond a
superficial analysis which simply pronounces culture bad, unhealthy, or
inappropriate, to looking more purposefully into the ways that culture forms us,
so that we can be actively undoing or resisting those mis-formations with the
practices of the alternative biblical community.
Semiotics62 is another way of thinking about exegesis, which is specifically
oriented to images and stories, in a process that listens for God’s presence. Jesus’
semiotics often began with the phrase “You have heard it said … but I say …”63
Jesus took something that seemed to be established wisdom, and turned it inside
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out to show God’s perspective. The church is called to do the same with its
current culture. When the dominant culture says that X or Y is the way that
reality exists, theological semiotics will de-familiarize the ‘reality’ by listening for
the core of the image, its seed or motif and then re-contextualize that image in
the midst of the biblical narrative. In this way, the church can begin to listen for
melodies that have been distorted by established cultural constructs and can reframe these core melodies in the story and incarnation of Jesus.
In order for the church to engage in this process of understanding and
reframing culture, she must first become aware of her own immersion in the
cultural-consumer narrative. As that becomes clear, movement away from
resistance-to-culture and toward incarnational-engagement-with-culture may be
possible.

Conclusion
The preceding pages have intentionally painted a bleak picture of the
‘story we find ourselves in.’ The starkness of the picture and its possibly
shocking contours have been articulated in many books and by writers, pastors,
and speakers across North America. This dissonance in the church, and between
the church and culture, is widespread as the church struggles to find and sing the
libretto64 for the song-story of God. For the local church, lack of connection to the
themes of the symphonic movement in which we find ourselves means that
worship often echoes the derivative jingles of the culture, or the outdated themes
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of previous ages, instead of the rich, resonant melodies designed by God for this
time and place.
This paper argues that although the church is immersed in the
contemporary cultural-consumer narrative, it can, through awareness of this
distorted immersion, begin to develop structures and practices that will re-root,
re-animate and re-member her people in the alternative biblical narrative – the
Big Song-Story of God. These practices hinge on immersion in the narrative of
God, and the practices of the imagination. Not the insipid, romantic idea of
flights of imaginative fancy, but in a solid, grounded imagination, animated by
the Spirit, incarnated in the presence of Jesus, and covenanted into the story of
God. This paper’s thesis hinges on the recovery of prophetic-poetic imagination,
the particular, perichoretic, narrative of God, and the themes of covenant,
creativity and communitas. This chapter has illuminated the two sides of the story
we find ourselves in: both the noise of the cultural narrative and the church’s
inability to sing a better song. Chapters two and three will describe why
narrative and imagination are the critical elements in shifting God’s people
toward immersion in the alternate, biblical song-story.

	
  
CHAPTER TWO
THE NECESSITY OF STORY

Narrative, the story form, shape(s) our immediate experience, even
to influence deeply our conceptions of what is real, what must be
real ... Narrative is serious business.
—Jerome Bruner
He slips his hand into mine, as we approach the dark path back to the cottage. “I
don’t like the dark,” he says. “Can we go another way?” “This is the shortest way,” I say.
“Don’t you have a flash light?” “No, honey, come on.” We are swallowed up in the pitch
blackness of northern Ontario, far from every form of light pollution. Even the moon is
covered by cloud. Thankfully, there is a well-marked path. “Please tell me a story about
Sally and the fairies. That would help.” “OK.” My brain works furiously to come up
with something to calm a little boy’s fears. “Once upon a time, there was a dog named
Sally who loved to sing.”
The stories always start out the same way – “Once upon a time” – but we both
know that the ‘time’ is now, and the story is about the adventures of a dog and her boy. It
is a story about the antics of a fun-loving mutt who dances, a boy who needs a friend, and
the posse of fairies who always, mysteriously, seem to show up.
I don’t remember exactly how this tradition started, or how the fairies first made
their dramatic appearance, but my son remembers every story, verbatim. No matter how
repetitive the stories seem to become, to him they are a lifeline in the midst of potential
terror. To him, they provide a safe shelter, an awareness of love and the in-breaking of
mystery. To him, they are real.
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Why Narrative Matters
One crucial aspect of postmodernism has been the rediscovery of
the place and power of narrative, not just in contemporary
storytelling but also in codifying and encrypting what has been
referred to as narrative worldviews. ... This renaissance has not
taken place simply because of more advanced technological
innovation, but because of a cultural shift in our appreciation and
understanding of the function of narrative in our own lives and
those of others.
—Colin Greene and Martin Robinson

“Let me tell you a story…” is the most fundamental1 and most ancient of
invitations. It is the invitation to companionship, to adventure, to shared
experience. It is the invitation to learn, to discover, to explore. It is the invitation
to feel, to smell, to touch, to see, and to hear. It is the invitation to intimacy and to
meaning. As the most fundamental of invitations, the presentation, repetition,
and embodiment of ‘story’ is the way that humans experience and express their
lives and their world. It is important to keep in mind, however, that ‘narrative’
does not just refer to the clearly delineated genre of ‘stories.’ Narrative is a
linking of events, ideas, activities, emotions, place, social construct, metaphors,
and images that give shape to life. Narrative is a vehicle for synthesizing and
making sense of the otherwise random occurrences in our lives. It is also a
vehicle for framing our social and cultural constructs into ‘short-hand’
references. Narrative combines all of the ‘stories’ of our vast milieu, and creates
an understandable verbal and visual ‘telling.’ Theologian Stephen Crites argues
that
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storytelling is not an arbitrary imposition upon remembered
experiences … Images do not exist in memory like photographs in
an album, but as transient episodes in an image-stream … The most
direct and obvious way to recollecting is by telling a story, though
the story is never simply the tedious and unilluminating recital of
the chronicle of memory itself.2
For example, when a father sits on the floor with his son, playing with toy
cars, making ‘vrooming’ sounds, and creating imaginary scenarios, that is a
narrative about the way the world works: cars make sounds, they go fast and
sometimes they crash into each other. When a new subdivision of identical
square houses is built, taking over prime farmland, that is a narrative about
Canada’s burgeoning population, the priority of cars over walk-able
neighbourhoods, and the importance of uniformity in maximizing the profit of
real estate development. When the apostle Paul writes a letter to the Corinthians
and gives them advice about how to dress when they gather for worship, that is
a narrative about how things are in the world, and how, specifically, those who
called themselves ‘Christian’ might think about their behaviour in their cultural
context. Every piece of cultural and personal information becomes synthesized in
our minds, and its expression, no matter how disjointed in the telling, is
articulated as narrative.3
Narrative or metaphorical theology looks to the biblical text and “sets out
to make theology less theoretical and more imaginative … it also aims to be more
biblical, elaborating, enlarging, interpreting and connecting together the images
and stories contained in Scripture as a framework for the life and practices of the
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Christian community.”4 When a people of faith begin to connect the ‘stories’ of
faith into the bigger song-story of God, the overall narrative shape of life helps
illuminate themes and give meaning to the journey. Individuals find their place
in the community when their song-stories resonate with others. This chapter
outlines identity, orality, and story-telling as elements of narrativity. These three
elements are critical ways that narrative can create the alternative community,
training God’s people to become a community that can resonate the song-story.
Understanding the components of a story is the first task.

What is a Story?
We all love to hear a story, and some of us are especially gifted at catching
and telling stories, but what is a story? “Aristotle first developed a position in his
Poetics: the art of storytelling [is] defined as the dramatic imitating and plotting
of human action. This is what gives us a shareable world.”5 The idea that stories
are an imitation and retelling of things that we know and see, and have possibly
experienced ourselves, has developed to include the influence of imagination.
Stories are not just truth-telling of actual situations, but they can also contain
events and dramatic plots that are not connected to real human experience (e.g.,
science fiction). Whether it is the implied veracity of a historical account of
significant social events, or the adventures of an unlikely band of elves, hobbits,
and men, narrative draws people into the unfolding drama of characters, their
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actions, and the outcomes. Daniel Taylor is a professor of literature and has spent
his career encouraging people to listen to and develop their life story. His books
describe the possibilities that can unfold when we use the metaphor of narrative
to understand our lives. He begins his book Tell Me A Story by describing the
importance of stories for us as individuals. “Stories are the single best way
humans have for accounting for our experience … Healthy stories challenge us to
be active characters, not passive victims or observers. Both the present and the
future are determined by choices and choice is the essence of character.”6
Along with the unfolding of characters, a story needs a story-teller, and a
story-teller needs a listener. So together, the teller and the listener are drawn into
the action. They reflect upon the unfolding narrative and wrestle with the drama
to discover the outcome. Richard Kearney is a contemporary Irish philosopher
who studied with Charles Taylor and Paul Ricoeur. His writing focuses
primarily on poetics and imagination, and will figure prominently in Chapter 3,
in the discussion of imagination. He has also written On Stories, an apologetic for
the importance of story in the midst of its postmodern demise. Kearney argues
against the postmodern deconstructionists who believe that
age-old traditions of inherited experience, seamlessly transmitted
from one generation to the next, [have] indeed come to an end …
But, we can, I believe, question the verdict of some, that we have
reached ... the end of the story. Storytelling will never end, for there
will always be someone to say ‘Tell me a story,’ and somebody else
who will respond ‘Once upon a time…’7
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Both Taylor and Kearney are highlighting the inter-subjective, or relational
nature of individual stories. A good story needs someone to tell it and someone
to listen.
In addition, both Taylor and Kearney argue for the power of stories in the
context of communal identity. “Every story implies a community,” for even one
telling a story to one is a community of two, and a relationship that will influence
others.8 “Historical communities are constituted by the stories they recount to
themselves and to others.”9 Without a narrated history, communities lose their
sense of connection to their beliefs, practices and intentions. This is the primary
reason for the importance of story to the Christian community. Hearing,
knowing and telling the story of God is the fundamental way that we will learn
to choose metaphors and narratives that resonate with his(story).

Narrative and Identity
The search for identity, or the development of “a sense of being and selfunderstanding,” preoccupies our culture. The modern ‘search for self’ developed
into the theory of independent construction or individual autonomy, in the sense
that each person has the “freedom to choose one’s own purposes from within
oneself apart from the controlling influence of natural and social forces.”10 The
development of “the self-created, self-sufficient, highly centered, ‘true inner
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person’”11 became the accepted way that society taught its members (in Western
culture), to ‘become actualized.’
Identity is that sense of being and self-understanding that frames
our actions, communicates to others who we are, and sets the
agenda for our acts. We live out of a sense of identity. It may be
unexpressed or even unconscious, but it still determines us.12
Self-actualization theories developed in the 1950s to describe the humanistic
components of personality. At the time, the primary theories of personality
centered on pathologies or identity problems, particularly those described by
Sigmund Freud. Therefore, an alternative theory “focused on healthy human
development was needed.”13 Self-actualization became the pinnacle of Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs, built on top of the pyramid of physiological needs, safety,
belonging, and esteem. This theory was mutually reinforcing with the latemodern ideal of individualism, so that we now think of our identity as shaped by
our own choosing. We define ourselves and our ideals, create an image for
ourselves, and then grow up into that identity.
The term ‘worldview’ is used in some circles to explain this process of
gathering and synthesizing identity-forming inputs. Some inputs are considered
specific and immutable, such as family of origin, social class, physical features,
place of birth and growing up, and the social and political conventions of the
surroundings. Other features are elements over which the individual had some
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control,14 such as where, when, and what higher education or job one pursued,
whom one married, and which material objects one possessed – such as the
house one lives in, the kind of car(s) one drives, and the extra-curricular activities
one participates in. Worldview, then, became shorthand for the melting pot of
these inputs in one’s particular life, a unique configuration that defined and
described your identity.
In the postmodern context, even the ‘immutable’ inputs are no longer
fixed and unchangeable. If you don’t like your physical features, plastic surgery
is ubiquitous and relatively affordable. If your social class is an impediment to
your objectives, you can change it by working hard, getting into the best schools
and/or marrying into a different social class. In fact, changing your story is as
simple as telling people a story about yourself that may be pure fabrication, but
describes the person you’d like to become. ‘Fake it until you make it,’ was a
maxim that developed in the late 20th century to encourage this ‘on the fly’
development of your personal identity. Change your hair colour, your sex, your
job: each of these is possible, and easily achieved in pursuit of designing or
creating your particular persona.15 This persona, in the postmodern context, is
subject to frequent changes, depending on the group of people that you wish to
be connected to, and is fluid, easily morphing into something else in a different
context.16
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However, according to Bauman, contemporary identity-forming strategies
have begun to collapse, or be reshaped by emerging frameworks; they have
become ‘liquid.’17 Even in the midst of the current wave of change in thinking,
modern rubrics are deeply held and widely practiced, and they continue to
influence our beliefs about identity, despite emerging, contradictory structures
clearly identified in our culture. A shift is occurring and in the overlapping of
beliefs and frames for understanding identity, it is a challenge to isolate and
clearly delineate them. What continues to be clear, however, is the reality that
humans have many ways and means for creating their personal, familial, and
communal identities. Some of these are explicit and intentional, taking off and
putting on ideas, attitudes, image, and status with purposefulness. But many of
the ways that our identities are shaped are subliminal, surreptitious, and
remarkably superficial.
Regardless of the components of one’s developed/developing identity,
the way humans communicate identity is fundamentally shaped by story.
“Stories make connections. They allow us to see our past, our present, and our
future as interrelated and purposeful.”18 Story telling takes fragmented elements
and events and synthesizes them into a pattern created by the one telling the
story. Disparate moments become connected into a plot, possibly even a
purposeful, transformative plot.19 Like a collage in grade school, one may simply
tear pictures from a magazine to depict their life, but no matter how disparate
the elements, they will be connected together in a narrative form.
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We have no other way of describing “lived time” save in the form
of a narrative. Which is not to say that there are not other temporal
forms that can be imposed on the experience of time, but none of
them succeeds in capturing the sense of lived time: not clock or
calendrical time forms, not serial or cyclical order, not any of these
… Even if we set down the bare form of events, they will be seen to
be events chosen with a view to their place in an implicit narrative.20
Evidence for the belief that ‘identity is expressed in narrative’ is found
throughout the writings of philosophers, artists, and theologians. Philosopher
Paul Ricoeur concludes that “identity, whether it be of an individual person or of
a historical community, is acquired through the mediation of narrative.”21
Philosopher Charles Taylor, in his analysis The Self in Modernity, concludes that
“[one] can only find an identity in self-narration. Life has to be lived as a story.”22
The primacy of narrative as the paradigm and praxis of “world-making,”
whether of individuals or communities, is now the accepted norm. Kearney
argues “every human existence is a life in search of a narrative ... because each
human life is always already an implicit story.”23 Author Christine Baldwin says,
“We live in story like a fish lives in water.”24 Daniel Taylor begins his analysis of
story-making by saying, “We are born into stories; they nurture and guide us ...
mak[ing] it possible for us to be human.”25 Theologian N.T. Wright describes
human life as “grounded in and constituted by the implicit or explicit stories
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which humans tell themselves and one another.”26 The evidence seems
overwhelming that we are a race defined by narrative.

Homo Narrans
Moving beyond the basic acknowledgement that stories comprise our
identity and way of communicating, anthropologist John D. Niles makes the
argument that narrative is our foundational and unique attribute as humans and
is the conduit for identity making:
Only human beings possess this almost incredible cosmoplastic
power, or world-making ability. This is a fact too easily taken for
granted. Even more than the use of language in and of itself or
other systems of symbol management, storytelling is an ability that
defines the human species as such.27
Homo narrans implies that from our origins, humans were involved in narrating
their world. In images, songs, and dance, from earliest times to today, people
have needed each other to make sense of the world, and pass on the learning and
discovery that they have acquired. Our culture’s return to image-based storying
echoes the paintings that have been found on cave walls. Dub- and slam-poets
have revived the oral narrative genre, creating a new interest in fully embodied
communication.
Not only is narrative a ‘world-making’ activity, but inhabiting and
communicating a story is the vehicle by which individuals and worlds are
brought into being. The persuasiveness of our stories, repeatedly reinforced and
retold, becomes our ‘truth.’ “Identity, whether it be of an individual person or of
26
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a historical community, is acquired through the mediation of narrative.”28
Stories, repeated, revised, and reinforced by parallel stories, shape the future by
continually reminding the community of its successes and failures, creating safe
spaces for articulating different/creative outcomes.
Bauman is skeptical of narrative as a sole method of formation, arguing
that narrative is too weak an entity to override the cultural and contextual
influences that exist in the postmodern world, such as fear and liquidity.29 Niles,
on the other hand, insists that narrative has significant influence in the
postmodern context and goes further to say that in a culture of disconnection and
fluidity, narrative is one of the primary ways that humanity is held together.30
That is, in the context of telling our story, we override the ‘arm’s length,’
objective attitude of postmodernity and announce a desire for relationship, or at
least relatedness.
Niles’ research leads him to believe that humans are created for and
dependent upon the connections that are made when we tell and listen to stories.
For Bauman, one possible solution to the problem of postmodern isolation is to
create public spaces where people have the opportunity to rub shoulders with
those who are ‘other,’ in order to overcome fear.31 Niles says that what we do
when we get to those public spaces, is to tell stories.
Stories told orally, in a face-to-face encounter, can sustain the
people who hear them not just because of their abstract wisdom or
ebullient style, but because of the bodily presence of the people
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who tell them… And it is not just the tellers whose physical
presence makes these stories so memorable. It is the whole set of
people, both living and dead, who share the site of performance:
this ritual space, as Victor Turner might call it, where social dramas
are enacted, is a “time out of time” that is akin to what is found in
rite and ceremony. In this space, connections are made that defy
rational understanding. One man weeps out loud. Why? Not
because of the story in itself, but because the story connects with
something else: an aunt, it might be, or a father... another person
leans over to comfort him. Why? Although others may lack the
connection that overwhelms him, they can make a similar
connection of their own. At the least, they have the cultural
competence to know that connections are being made.32
It is because of this embodiment of the story through telling and hearing
that narrative goes far beyond the simple sharing of a tale. “Narrative
identity…is not merely telling a story. It is not just an account of what we have
done and thought. Rather it both shapes and is shaped by our experiences and
behavior in the world.”33 Telling stories is one of the most important skills that
humans have for developing connections and articulating relationships. The
telling of these stories face to face, interpersonally, depends on the foundation of
orality.

Narrative and Orality
Narrative is the hard-wired human ability to engage with our world, and
frame our identity. However, narrative is not confined to simply ‘stories,’ and
stories are not confined to text on a page; both are fundamentally “oral poetic
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performances.”34 Understanding the best way to communicate and receive
narrative information requires an awareness of the underlying and necessary
importance of orality. Walter Ong (d. 2003) was a cultural and theological
historian, and a student of Marshall McLuhan. “Ong is an essential figure in
twentieth-century thought (because) his work brings together many muted and
otherwise submerged lines of inquiry about sound.”35 Ong’s book Orality and
Literacy presents a “formal theory of consciousness and culture derived from a
set of binary oppositions between hearing and seeing.”36 The modern emphasis
on literacy (the ability to read) and chirography (the ability to write down
information) makes it difficult for us to imagine a world without these skills. In
addition, technology, as a conduit for communication, minimizes the
interpersonal, attentive face-to-face interaction of orality. As a highly literate and
technologically proficient culture, “it is very difficult for us to conceive of an oral
universe of communication or thought except as a variant of a literate
universe.”37 It is critical, Ong argues, that we attempt to understand orality as the
foundational practice for all communication in all of human society.38
The art of oral storytelling is a craft and practice that has been delighting
humans since the beginning of time. “Indeed, language is so overwhelmingly
oral that of all the many thousands of languages ... spoken in the course of
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human history, only around 106 have ever been committed to writing to a degree
sufficient to have produced literature.”39 We were created oral beings – ones who
communicate through vocalizations. Indeed, “many theorists of language …
have thought it likely that language developed from music. That we could use
non-verbal means, such as music, to communicate is … hardly surprising.”40 A
newborn baby must learn to express herself, her needs, and her desire for
connection through sounds and gestures; as she matures, this fundamental
orality continues to be the primary means of communication and interaction with
the world. One does not ‘grow out of’ orality – it is a necessary developmental
component of becoming fluent in society.41 Ong shows how important it is to
recover at least some of our understanding of orality because “wherever human
beings exist they have a language, and in every instance a language that exists
basically as spoken and heard, in the world of sound.”42 Brain research also
confirms the fundamental orality of language, emphasizing that musical or
vocalized communication “developed largely in the right hemisphere, [which is
highly specialized for] communication with others, promoting social cohesion.”43
The ability, and the desire, to interact with others orally is one of the enduring
phenomena of human relationship.
From Ong’s research, he concludes that orality is a permanent feature of
language: orality is not superseded by chirography, nor does language change its
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fundamental nature of requiring sound.44 Orality is key to how we interact with
the world; it is the way we are made. We think and act in a world of sound.
Orality persists and perseveres in the wake of a multitude of other
communication options. Indeed, “when one takes an evolutionary view of
human culture, oral literature is the norm and written literature the exception.
Writing has not displaced oral modes of expression; it has supplemented
them.”45
It is a natural progression from discussing orality to thinking about music
and singing. Music research reinforces Ong’s perspective that orality is
foundational.46 The difference between speech and singing is like the difference
between walking and flying: the ability to sustain sound through singing opens a
whole new world for interaction and connection with others. Singing creates
sustained resonance that can travel much further in temporal space. When our
ancestors needed to communicate over great distances, song was one important
vehicle. While speaking can involve the entire body, singing enhances this
sensory-somatic, kinesthetic experience in multiple ways. Niles’ research showed
that effective story-tellers were frequently musicians, communicating with their
communities through singing and playing, not primarily through speaking.47
When we bring together the thesis that orality and sound are the
foundation of human interaction, with the thesis that life is expressed in stories,
the importance of developing the skills for effective oral storytelling becomes
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clear. The stories of identity in faith communities become embedded in the
narrative consciousness by continual retelling and reconnecting to the larger
narrative arch. Continually communicating the alternative narrative ensures its
continual resonance with the community and the culture.

Communicating the Alternate Narrative
Identity and orality are two essential elements of the process of training a
community in the alternative narrative. “The identity of a Christian community
can be understood as the story it tells and enacts, integrating its past, present,
and future.”48 The community must develop the skill of understanding its place
in the long history of God’s song-story, but also be able to re-articulate and reappropriate that narrative in various ways that help its members own and
embody the story for themselves. The local church does not require a newly
designed identity relevant to current culture, but her immersion in the
consumer-cultural narrative does warrant renewed attention to communicating
identity, both on a personal and communal level.49

How Did Our Story Develop?
As people of God’s story, we need to be reminded that the biblical
narratives were created in a primarily oral culture in order to develop
communitas. The development of the narrative arc of the text we have today went

48

Hunt, 185.

49

Ibid., 181.

64
through many iterations before being written down the first time, and many
more iterations before becoming ‘fixed.’50 Ong’s research showed that one
significant problem with moving from oral to chirographic expression is that
when things begin to be written down, they tend to become inert or rigid.51
Historically, when societies moved from primarily hearing a story to
primarily seeing it written down, the understanding of the story changed as well.
Instead of open-ended and flexible, written content was considered fixed and
objective. Eventually, print took on the authority of ‘expert’ information, not
open to argument, always reliable and autonomous.52 The transfer of oral/aural
communication to visual/textual developed a totally different physiological skill
set in the one receiving the communication. Instead of embodying the
communication with multiple senses, one simply looks at it. Instead of the sound
surrounding the listener, the reader finds the communication outside of herself.
This is not a dismissal of typography, but a reminder to treat text (especially
scripture and other material from ancient cultures) as a living tradition, not a
fixed rule.53
Werner Kelber developed Ong’s work and applied it specifically to the
biblical narrative. He argued that contrary to the early twentieth-century textand form-critical hermeneutics, we ought to “be suspicious of imagining
tradition exclusively in closed-space, text-to-text relations, and instead ... grow
accustomed to notions such as compositional dictation, memorial apperception,
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and auditory reception … [We are] wrestling with the development of a theory
of verbal art.”54 In particular, Kelber discouraged the thinking that the gospels
were “linear, directional and … evolutionary” in their development. Instead, he
argues for the reality of speech acts as bound up with temporality, incompatible
with structured diagrams, and disinterested in rational logic.55
N.T. Wright also reminds the church that modern Christians have an
incorrect view of the ‘Holy Bible’ as the only version of the story that the Jews
knew and told. In fact, there were multiple ideas of the interpretation of the
story. These were proposed, explored, and explained in various Torah traditions.
What is important is that Jews of the period consistently “conceived of the story
as a whole, and [were] regularly looking for its proper conclusion.”56 The
rabbinic diversity of interpretations and openness to the possibilities of how the
story would unfold are important lessons for us to learn as we consider the
biblical narrative.
Robert Webber’s phrase “worship does God’s story”57 highlights the
importance of ritual and reenacting that is missing in many contemporary North
American churches. The liturgical structure of God’s gathered people has always
attempted to embody the big song-story in ways that effectively engage people
in the narrative. The ancient liturgical texts and actions were designed to tell the
story in ritual, symbol, and sacrament. The move away from these liturgical
structures, without designing new rituals and adopting new language, has
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resulted in the loss of the structures that support the song-story. The church’s
story-telling process has become a whisper; the cultural ‘jingles’ have replaced
deep, resonant narratives of doxology and lament, darkness and light, hope and
longing, and particularly the energizing and resisting of the dominant voices of
the consumer culture.58

Story-tellers and Story-catchers
As oral beings, collective storytelling is how we share our history and
shape our present. How did you learn about your own family? Very few families
have books published about them, and yet the stories of the ‘famous’ characters,
hilarious antics, and mysterious secrets still get passed from one generation to
the next. That is because we revel in both telling and hearing our own stories.
Family gatherings become the place where stories are told, history is recounted
(and revised) and relationships solidified.
Niles describes the oral poetic performances of narrative as a powerful
“praxis affecting the way people think and act.”59 While postmodern identity
often involves individuals creating and communicating stories that they have
developed in relative isolation, oral poetic performance is a communal activity
that profoundly influences the development of a social entity. Niles argues that
the somatic, sensory, embodied, mutual participation in oral storytelling is “a
form of social interaction that combines the pleasures of companionship with the
articulation of beliefs, values, and memories that are of central importance to the
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group.”60 That is why writing down your family’s stories is not as effective as
passing them on orally. The drama of the telling communicates in a
fundamentally different way than simply reading; that is, holistically. Oral poetic
performance reaches far beyond what words on a page can do in terms of its
impact on the hearts, minds, funny bones, and identities of individuals and
communities.
The storied life of a community requires both gifted story-tellers and
attentive story-catchers. And in some ways, each member of the community
must develop skill in both areas. “Once one is hooked on stories, the habit of
receiving them never dies … Sometimes, by a process so gradual that it may
escape attention, we become adept as narrators ourselves, retelling stories that
we have heard others tell or fashioning new ones out of the fabric of our lives or
the gauze of our imaginings.”61 Being able to see the narrative in everyday
things, and then find compelling ways to share that information with others is
the essence of story-catching and story-telling.
The physical presence of the teller and the listener together in the same
physical space is an important component of the power of oral communication.
Talented story-tellers play with and off of their audience in order to create a
more compelling narrative, a more dramatic climax, and a more emotional
dénouement. The collaborative meeting of audience and narrator combines to
create exponentially more than the interaction between author and reader in a
printed text.
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Skilled tradition-bearers are not passive purveyors of texts ... [but]
specialists in wordpower … They demonstrate what [can] happen in
those moments when strong communication ... bridges people’s
separate identities and spark[s] recognition in their common
character or fate.62
Oral cultures do their thinking in mnemonic patterns, repetition,
formulas, proverbs, and circular structures.63 There is no other way for a storyteller without a written text to remember the significant amount of content that is
required in order to tell the story well. As a listener, repetition and short-hand
‘images’ help to maintain the flow of the story; well-timed reminders of the
salient details of the unfolding drama repeat and reemphasize the story’s peaks
and valleys. The story-teller and listeners were steeped in these oral traditions
and developed their craft in the crucible of regular, repetitive communal
engagement.
Story-tellers in oral societies developed their skills in the arena of
apprenticeship. They learned by listening, by repeating what they heard, by
being corrected, or directed toward the key elements that might be missing.64
They mastered the syntax, style, and semantic nuances of the ‘master’ in their
midst. This is still true today. Master story-tellers develop their skill in the milieu
of other story-tellers, or in the context of the theatre, where one particular type of
story-telling is developed. Master story-tellers demonstrate a knack for
welcoming others into the story, for inviting participation and for encouraging
involvement. They demonstrate the gift of the dramatic flourish, the ‘just right’
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emphasis, pause, mystery, and surprise. These attributes come easily to some,
but can also be learned.
Most importantly, the story-teller must desire to care for and steward the
stories of the community. Niles believes that “it would be a mistake to see [storytellers] as isolated geniuses. Active tradition-bearers can only flourish as
members of a community of like-minded individuals.”65 Taylor goes further to
argue that not only must the effective story-teller be part of a community, but
“the story-teller has the obligation to tell the story so it can be understood –
though not by everyone [every time]… The [story] should not be difficult
because the teller cultivated obscurity, but because some things cannot be said
simply.”66 Stories are dangerous and harmful if told in the wrong way, or at the
wrong time. Part of the skill of a master story-teller is the ability to know when
and how to challenge perceived norms, and which communal stories will most
effectively speak to the community’s challenges and joys.
It is impossible for an effective oral story-teller to remain objective and
distanced. Shaping the community’s narrative requires a “close, empathetic,
communal identification with the known.”67 This kind of connection with the
community and its stories means that there is a deep synthesizing of the
characters and themes of the story as well, so that varying emphases can be
highlighted in different contexts. Interaction with the audience shifts and shapes
the telling, requiring the narrator to have flexibility in the flow and pace.
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Orality, in its embodied, somatic expression ‘tells’ much more than fixed
text is able to communicate. “Spoken utterance is addressed by a real, living
person to another real, living person or persons ... in a real setting,”68 allowing for
interaction and communal reflection. Oral declaration “has a high somatic
component … Spoken words are always modification of a total, existential
situation, which always engages the body.”69 Text on a page “represents words
as ‘things,’ quiescent objects, immobile marks for assimilation by the vision”70 of
one person, given by another person separated by time, space, and relationship.
In some ways, the rise of our text-based culture went hand-in-hand with the
objectification of knowledge; an “insistent world of cold, non-human facts.”71
Story-tellers in the contemporary context have a similar purpose and
method to those in purely oral cultures: to shape a community and ensure its
collective memory. The right stories can inspire individuals to develop character
and identity that reflects the best qualities to which the culture aspires.72 A true73
story can challenge faulty, though possibly widely-held, beliefs and memories
from the past, and it can reveal the beauty, mystery and goodness in our midst.74
Critical for community relationships, stories can soothe bitterness, heal
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brokenness, and promote reconciliation.75 The story-teller has a responsibility to
encourage the community to rehearse together the memories that will keep it
faithful to its history, while at the same time challenging it to be more than it
currently is.

The Jewish Story
The importance of an oral story telling tradition in any community cannot
be overestimated. Israel is an example of a culture that has purposefully
remembered and rehearsed its stories, and sung its songs. Throughout the Old
Testament, the Jewish people were instructed by God to both remember and tell
the stories of how they became a people and whose people they were. Some of
the most prominent stories in the biblical narrative are told in song: in particular,
all creation singing, the songs of Moses and Miriam at the Exodus, David the
singing king, Mary’s song at the announcement of the coming Messiah, Jesus’
song on the cross, and the heavenly song at the restoration of creation.76 For Jews,
chanting their song-stories from the Psalms is a regular practice, as is the weekly
remembrance and participation in their Sabbath stories.
Today, only 2/10 of 1 percent (.02%) of the world’s population is of Jewish
descent, but Jewish people are the recipients of 22% of currently awarded Nobel
Prizes.77 The Nobel Prize is given to recognize extraordinary achievement in
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physics, chemistry, medicine, literature, and peace. The engagement of those of
Jewish heritage in the scientific and cultural life of our planet has been
recognized by their outstanding contributions. What could account for this level
of accomplishment? Some have proposed78 that a large part of the explanation is
the culture’s ability to tell a consistent, identity-forming story. Through the
rituals, festivals, and culture of the Jewish people, their heritage has been
faithfully passed from the earliest generations to the present, and has been
protected in the midst of persecution. Because of this shared, purposefully
shaped, communal identity, Jewish children and teens do not have to invest in a
quest to find their identity – they simply get on with assuming their place in the
story that is the foundation of that identity.

The First Nations’ Story
Canada’s indigenous peoples are a tragic example of how losing
connection to the community’s stories can have catastrophic results: how destorying can destroy.79 The Indian Residential School program was a government
policy (supported by the main church denominations in every province) to
systematically assimilate the native tribes in Canada. “The two primary
objectives of the residential schools system were to remove and isolate children
from the influence of their homes, families, traditions and cultures, and to
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assimilate them into the dominant culture. These objectives were based on the
assumption aboriginal cultures and spiritual beliefs were inferior and unequal.”80
Beginning in the 1870s and continuing until the 1980s, native children
were forcibly taken from their families and placed in boarding schools far from
their homes. They had their hair cut, wore ‘white people’s’ clothes, and were
beaten if they used their native language. They were not allowed to
communicate with their families. Thousands of children died from the harsh
treatment, forced labour, and inhospitable conditions. Multiple generations of
traumatized children were sent back into their communities, functional orphans
from their biological connections, their spiritual practices, and their communal
history. As a result of this policy and these practices, there is widespread family
breakdown, substance abuse, domestic violence, and active animosity toward the
government and the church.81 In 2008, after years of pressure, the Prime Minister
of Canada offered a public apology:
To the approximately 80,000 living former students, and all
family members and communities, the government of Canada now
recognizes that it was wrong to forcibly remove children from their
homes and we apologize for having done this.
We now recognize that it was wrong to separate children from
rich and vibrant cultures and traditions, that it created a void in
many lives and communities, and we apologize for having done
this.
We now recognize that, in separating children from their
families, we undermined the ability of many to adequately parent
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their own children and sowed the seeds for generations to follow,
and we apologize for having done this.
We now recognize that, far too often, these institutions gave rise
to abuse or neglect and were inadequately controlled, and we
apologize for failing to protect you.
Not only did you suffer these abuses as children, but as you
became parents, you were powerless to protect your own children
from suffering the same experience, and for this we are sorry.
The burden of this experience has been on your shoulders for
far too long.
The burden is properly ours as a government, and as a country.
There is no place in Canada for the attitudes that inspired the
Indian residential schools system to ever again prevail.
You have been working on recovering from this experience for a
long time and in a very real sense, we are now joining you on this
journey.
The government of Canada sincerely apologizes and asks the
forgiveness of the aboriginal peoples of this country for failing
them so profoundly.
We are sorry.82
Although it is somewhat lengthy to include here, the importance of this
apology and the acknowledgement of wrong-doing by the government is central
to the argument in this section. Systematically robbing an entire nation of their
heritage, stories, traditions, and spiritual practices has devastating effects, and in
this case, will take multiple generations to repair.
It is possible, and infinitely reprehensible, for a community to have its
stories taken from it, for its story-tellers to be silenced and its memory to be
whitewashed. However, it is also possible for a community to forget or lose its
stories through its own neglect by the same methods.
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Church … What’s Your Story?
Christians, like the general culture, have learned to create their identity
based on what they pick and choose from the plethora of cultural offerings. The
only difference, often, is that Christians believe they are choosing morally
superior options, in terms of their expression of their chosen identity. For
example, generosity instead of greed, or church-approved language instead of
profanity. But Christian identity cannot be a projection of the story we make up
about ourselves, and it cannot be about rules that govern morality. If it is, then
identity has become a reflection of the humanist mindset which values the
individualistic selection of external inputs. Identity has too often been seen as an
abstract doctrine, rather than as relational design.83 This is the result of cultural
immersion. Christian identity must be story and relationship; a relationship in a
story, and a story about relationship.
Scripture describes humanity as a partner in the unfolding narrative that
began before time commenced and will continue into eternity. We are part of a
story that is not about us, although we have the delight and privilege to
participate in it, and to make a difference in its outcome.
The life of each follower offers a unique narrative masterpiece of
the life and the Spirit of Jesus the Christ. Followership is a life
journey of identity forming and story making. It is not our own
story alone but our story yoked with Christ’s story, and it is not a
do-it-yourself project. Followership is a relational art.84
Our identity lies in the narrative of God’s story. Identity cannot be shaped in
isolation; it is and always will be shaped in relationship, and most effectively, in
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community. People of faith choose to develop their identity in the face-to-face
encounter of intimacy with I AM. The challenge for every person is to get into the
right story, and to get that story right. The challenge for Christians is to not just
‘get the point,’ but to connect the points to the unfolding song-stories that tell us
about our identity in Christ.85
Our identity is a mysterious combination of ‘in Christ’ and ‘Christ within.’
The first three chapters of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians repeatedly emphasizes
the place of identity is ‘in him.’ We have “every spiritual blessing in Christ.”86 “In
him” we have redemption … the forgiveness of sins, the riches of God’s grace,
and his wisdom and understanding.87 God made known the mystery of his will
… in Christ.88 We were “included in him … [and] marked in him with a seal,”89
then “made alive [and] … raised up and seated in the heavenly realms in Christ
Jesus.”90 In a verse that particularly resonates with the themes in this paper, Paul
assures us that “we are God’s masterpiece … created anew in Christ Jesus.”91
Our identity is found “in Christ.” But equally important, and equally mysterious,
“Christ lives in [us], the hope of glory,” as the soaring first chapter of Colossians
affirms.92 Christ lives in us, we live in him. Our identity comes from the inside
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out, as Christ shines in and through us, incarnating in us the reality of the
kingdom. In order to shape identity, the church must learn the story of Christ. To
discover who we are “involves forming a narrative identity that has its warp and
weft threaded through the life and story of Jesus.”93
Christians, and the communities they form, need an identity that is based
on a sacred story, not on a cultural or political or consumer story. Unfortunately,
the church has lost the ability to tell her story – the whole of it – in a way that is
faithful to the biblical narrative. The church has a “Jesus Deficit Disorder… [her]
narrative is biblically, theologically and spiritually bankrupt.”94 The church has
become immersed in the wrong story.
A rooted narrative can only be supplanted by another narrative. A list of
rules or propositions will not undo the connections and embodied practice of an
existing story.
The main check on fraudulent or distorted stories is not isolated
facts, but other stories. You cannot generally argue individuals or
societies out of their story, destructive though it may be, unless
there is a better one with which to replace it. We need to [imagine]
things differently before we are willing to act differently.95
Imagining differently requires hearing, seeing and embodying the alternate
narrative in consistent, richly resonant practices. The rehearsal techniques for the
song-story must be reimagined to shape us in images, melodies, timbres and
metaphors that resonate with God’s unfolding song.
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Conclusion
Narrative matters because it is the primary way that humans both
understand and communicate the stuff of life. Substantive and deep questions of
faith and identity are wrestled with in the context of stories, but equally
important are the ways that stories unfold to articulate the familiar, repetitive
routines of shared relationships. Narrative is fundamentally an expression of
relationship: the somatic, sensory participation of oral communication breaks
through the cultural tendency toward isolation and individualisation, inviting
people into places of connection and authenticity.
In the context of community, story-tellers are the tradition-bearers,
holding the group identity. In the community of faith, story-tellers not only
articulate and shape the group’s narrative, but they continually reframe that
narrative in light of God’s story. Individuals learn to sing the songs that they
have been gifted by God to sing, and to bring them into the song-story of the
community. The next chapter explores how the communal song is shaped by
imagination and how imagination provides the unique timbre or terroir for each
community’s variation on the big song-story.

	
  
CHAPTER THREE
IMAGINATION

The small cubicles filled almost the whole of the first floor of the music library. It
was 1984 and the university music faculty had recently replaced its entire collection of
records with state-of-the-art cds and cd players. The record collection still existed, but it
had been moved to the basement. In order to listen to a record you had to fill out a request
form at the circulation desk, then wait for someone to go and get it. The cd collection was
shiny and new, and filled one entire wall of the library, yet it seemed miniscule compared
to the amount of space that the record collection had occupied. I was preparing for my
graduation recital and pulled out the new CD of the piece I was working on. I had
listened to it on the record many times before: listening to it regularly was my habit. It
helped calm me to hear someone else play it, even if that ‘someone else’ was one of the best
horn players in the world!
I found an empty carrel, gingerly put the cd into the player, praying not to break
anything, put on the big, fat over-ear headphones and began listening to Herman
Bauman playing Gliere’s Horn Concerto.1 I remember the moment distinctly: the
moment I heard something I had never heard before, multiphonics.2 I thought my head
would explode. I know that sounds dramatic, but I really remember thinking ‘my head is
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exploding!’ I punched rewind. I listened to it again. That wasn’t in the score! I ripped off
the headphones and tried to find another brass player in the library who would come and
listen to it and tell me if I was going crazy. I was bursting to shout: “did you HEAR
that?!” In my small world, the French Horn did not play two notes at once, and
definitely no one would be foolish enough to do it in the middle of a cadenza; the most
vulnerable and exposed place possible. But there it was. Right there. Despite listening to
that recording of that person playing that song multiple times before, the multiphonics
had been obscured by the technology. A scratchy recording played on a decade old
turntable could not do justice to the artistry of the music inscribed on it. The
multiphonics were there all the time. I just couldn’t hear it until I listened with the right
equipment.

Can We Imagine?
[We] are children of the royal consciousness. All of us, in one way
or another, have deep commitments to it. So the first question is:
How can we have enough freedom to imagine and articulate a real
historical newness in our situation. That is not to ask, as Israel’s
prophets ever asked, if this freedom is realistic or politically
practical or economically viable. To begin with such questions is to
concede everything to the royal consciousness before we begin. We
need to ask not whether it is realistic or practical or viable but
whether it is imaginable.... The imagination must come before the
implementation. Our culture is competent to implement almost
anything and to imagine almost nothing.
—Walter Brueggemann
The first two chapters of this dissertation have examined ways that the
church is immersed in the cultural-consumer narrative, the importance of the
narrative form for shaping culture and identity, and has pointed to the outlines
of the alternative narrative in which the people of faith should be immersed. The
reality of the ‘royal consciousness’ means that ‘all of us,’ according to
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Brueggemann, including those in the church, are to a greater or lesser degree
shaped by and committed to the constraints, politics, and economics, of North
American consumer culture. The question, “How can we have enough freedom
to imagine and articulate newness?” catches us off guard because in the co-opted
state, the logical first step is to find a target and develop a plan. Immersion in the
cultural narrative includes a trigger finger on the practical, reasonable, timely
solution; a solution that can be clearly articulated and cleanly implemented.
There is a belief that someone, somewhere, must have developed a strategy or a
three-point plan to get us out of the cultural mess and into God’s kingdom. Some
scenarios mistakenly propose the development of a plan that would “take back
the culture” so that “God wins!”3 Instead, in agreement with Brueggemann,
Hunter argues that “it is essential... to abandon altogether talk of ‘redeeming the
culture,’ ‘advancing the kingdom,’ ‘building the kingdom,’ ‘transforming the
world,’ ‘reclaiming the culture,’ ‘reforming the culture,’ and ‘changing the
world.’” Instead, Hunter advocates for a season of intentional formation around
different values than the ones listed above; namely, formation into a community
focused on human flourishing. A community that “embodies continuity,
historical memory, rituals marking season of life, intergenerational
interdependence, and most important of all, common worship.”4
Brueggemann’s thesis resonates with Hunter in that he believes
implementing any ‘plan’ will not solve the problem. We are in much too deep for
3
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that. God’s ways are not our ways, and Brueggemann wonders if we can even
recognize God’s ways anymore.5 Only by attentive immersion in the story – for
Brueggemann these are primarily the stories of God’s intervention and
involvement in Israel, particularly through the lives of the prophets – will we
discover how to become an alternative community in the midst of our culture.
In their severe honesty, the prophets took the world as it was in
front of them. But they saw that world very differently, because
they saw it according to the God of the remembered imagination of
the Torah tradition. And because they saw it differently, perforce,
they spoke it differently.6
This chapter proposes that imagination is required in order for God’s
people to both see and speak ‘differently.’ Imagination is a gift that connects
humanity to divinity. It helps humanity to apprehend and recognize, yet it is also
allusive and mysterious. While the narrative practices of the community are
critical (as outlined in Chapter 2), immersion is a process of seeing and hearing
differently in order to apprehend differently. One reason that the culturalconsumer message is so powerful is that it does not require any imagination for
people to become immersed in its story. That story is pervasive; it seeps into
every corner of every day life, and relentlessly reinforces its consumer-cultural
message. Simply by turning on the TV or radio or computer, the cultural
messages are digging out a pathway in the brain. In order to become immersed
in the formative practices of the alternative community, Brueggemann argues
that the church requires attention to imagination in its gathered worship.
Imagination’s historical exclusion from worship has left the North American
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church impoverished in her ability to hear the big song-story in its fullness, and
to sing that melody back to the world.
Imagination is the helium in the hot air balloon of risk, play and
discovery; the sunshine on the playground of worship; and the perfect harmony
of the church in tune with Jesus. Imagination is a critical practice if the church
would desire to enter the playground of worship, embrace the themes of
covenant, creativity and communitas, and develop practices that will immerse her
in the alternate narrative. An understanding of the development of philosophical
thought and scientific research in imagination will help to dispel the dominant,
yet erroneous views about imagination, and will re-place imagination within the
biblical narrative.

Contours of Imagination in Philosophy
There is a notion adrift everywhere that imagination ... is
dangerous to man’s mental balance. Poets are commonly spoken of
as psychologically unreliable ... Facts and history utterly contradict
this view. Imagination does not breed insanity. Exactly what does
breed insanity is reason.
—G.K Chesterton
Imagination was not a welcome dance partner in Enlightenment circles.
Many serious academics distanced themselves from the sparkly finery and
imprecise lyrics of imagination’s singing, and dismissed her Cinderella surprise
with ugly sister logic. From early church fathers through the Enlightenment,
suspicion of imagination and its potential for spiritual deception kept them from
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a full exploration of the possibilities that imagination might open up.7 In
particular, there was a “mistrust and marginalisation of imaginative and poetic
vision [because of a belief that] image and imagination simply clouded and
obscured the pure dry knowledge that they were after.”8 However, the
flourishing of an artistic consciousness during the Romantic Period began a turn
away from the rigors of rationalism and initiated a reexamination of the breadth
of the “imaginative dimension in religious consciousness.”9
The concept of a creative imagination is a modern invention.
“Imagination, once regarded at best as a useful intermediary between sensation
and reason, at worst as a dangerous and delusive power, [became, in the
Romantic Period], the prime faculty of the human mind. ... The Romantic
worship of that power ... reached its zenith in Yeats’ passionate declaration ‘By
reason and logic we die hourly, by imagination we live!’,”10 which is also echoed
in the Chesterton quote used at the beginning of this section. The dichotomy
between reason and imagination was wide and the pendulum swing extreme.
In the 20th century, philosophers and theologians continued to explore
imagination, clarifying the thoughts of early periods, and expanded these in the
unfolding contemporary context. In his book The Poetics of Imagining: Modern and
Postmodern, Richard Kearney surveys the development of the philosophical
understanding of imagination. He examines the philosophical thread of
7
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imagination in the writing of twelve different philosophers. This chapter
summarizes Heidigger’s analysis of Kant, Bachelard, and Ricoeur.

Kant and Heidigger
To begin, Martin Heidigger (1889 – 1926) was the first post-romantic
thinker to expand on Immanuel Kant’s (1724 – 1804) dismantling of the “dualistic
antithesis of reason and sensation.”11 Heidigger points to imagination as a
common element in both reason and sensation; it is “the common ‘productive’
source presupposed by both epistemological poles.”12 Knowing involves both
reason and sensation, and both rely on the imagination to develop the content of
that knowledge. These ideas about imagination focus primarily on imagination
as ‘productive,’ that is, as an ability to take input from the external world and fit
it into existential categories that provide structure to life. Early 20th-century
philosophy seems particularly disinterested in ‘reproductive’ imagination – the
ability to take images developed by the productive imagination, and turn them
into concrete products, such as an artwork, or poem – leaving this area to the
purview of artists.
Productive imagination for Heidigger has two primary qualities: it
synthesizes and it disrupts. “The ‘power’ [of imagination] is [that it is] at one and
the same time receptive and ... spontaneous … [it] falls in a peculiar way between
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the two.”13 It is receptive in its ability to synthesize by gathering sensations,
resonances, and dimensions of experience that are non-concrete and to shape
them by language or tangible medium into meaning(s). It translates disparate
experiences into a whole, bringing together concepts and ideas into an internally
‘imaged’ reality. Synthesis is the ability to find connection and coherence
between ‘imaged’ and meaning. However, imagination also disrupts through
spontaneity. It is as adept at breaking through connections and temporal ties, as
it is at creating them. The imaginative process can highlight diverse elements,
isolate their component parts and then throw everything into the air to see how
and where it will land. Imagination does not hold to convention or agreed-upon
semantics; it makes new worlds and relies on indirect knowing. Imagination can
excel at breaking down an existing idea or concept into as many elements as
possible and highlighting their diversity, instead of their connectedness. In lay
language, imagination both constructs and destructs. It can make the new and
take apart the old.
Heidigger further shows how Kant understood productive imagination to
have both temporal and transcendent implications; not only does imagination
have the ability to distinguish between various facets (temporal and eternal) but
also has the potential to help us ‘apprehend’ the temporal and the transcendent
as concurrent facets of the same experience. Because of this temporaltranscending ability, imagination brings together ideas and possibilities in a way
that linear, structured analysis cannot.14 Linear thinking, by its very nature, is
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sequential, which mitigates against a polyvalent process. Imagination carries out
this concurrent ability, because it “pre-exists both sensibility and understanding.
[Kant] suggests that imagination is an original power of production, in whose
absence neither sensation nor understanding could have meaning.”15 Heidigger
points to Kant’s “revolutionary discovery that the imagination is the
temporalizing origin of not only all of our knowledge, but indeed of the very
concepts of selfhood and being.”16 Because of this, imagination begins to be seen
as an element that comes even before the person’s ability to say the “I think” of
Descartes’ famous dictum of philosophical existence. Instead of knowledge (or
understanding of ourselves), imagination becomes the “foundationless
foundation”17 of our existence.

Bachelard
Gaston Bachelard (1884 – 1962) lived and wrote in the shadow of JeanPaul Sartre (1905 – 1980). Sartre’s philosophical position on imagination was
significantly influenced by the emerging field of psychology, particularly the
pathological side of personality research carried out by Freud.18 While Bachelard
and Sartre “agree that the image is an act of intentional consciousness, they differ
radically in their interpretation of it. Sartre sees it as a circle of self-involvement;
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Bachelard as the spiral of man’s dialogue with the world.”19 Instead of Sartre’s
internal, self-referencing, closed loop, Bachelard described imagination as a
playful apprehension of possibility that required the involvement and interaction
of the external world in order to find expression.20 He called this inventive power
a “poetical inspiration and expiration of being;”21 a way of expressing one’s self
in relation to the world, which invited the other into dialogue and relationship.
This view of imagination flows from the Kantian proposal that imagination
provides the ability to transcend time by describing imagination as free from the
constraints of both past and future – able to incorporate both to create something
‘more than’ the current reality.
To create [through the imagination] ... is to renovate our power of
seeing the world which for so long has been smothered in lazy
familiarity. ... It does not annihilate the real world; it mobilizes its
potencies of transformation. The imagination is not ... a faculty
which fabricates images of reality; it is a power which forms images
which surpass reality in order to change reality. It is the power of a
sur-human.22
The ‘sur-human’23 power of the imagination is ‘over,’ ‘above,’ or ‘outside’
of the basic human capacity to see the world. It is precisely because of the
imaginational capacity of humanity that we have the ability to see other than
temporally, to explore outside of ourselves, and to communicate metaphorically.
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Ricoeur
Paul Ricoeur (1913 – 2005) took this idea of the imagination’s ability to
interpersonally communicate to its next level. For Ricoeur, imagination is an
indispensable component of humanity’s ability to express itself in and through
language.24 He developed a hermeneutics of imagination, in which he “explored
the creative role of imagination in language – be it in the guise of symbols,
myths, poems, narratives or ideologies.”25 Up until Ricoeur, philosophical
understanding of the imagination had been built on its definition as an ability to
create ‘images’ or pictures in the mind. For Ricoeur, it was not enough that one
could develop a picture or an idea in his or her mind, but – referencing
Bachelard’s view that imagination was important to interacting with others and
the world – this image must be expressed in language. One must move beyond
the internal ‘appearance’ of an image, to its verbal, linguistic expression in the
world.26 In this way, Ricoeur links apprehension of an image with its intentional
expression as meaning and takes the understanding of imagination from
primarily a visual phenomenon into the realm of voice.27
Replacing the visual mode of the image with the verbal, Ricoeur –
like Bachelard – affirms the more poetical role of imagining: that is,
its ability to say one thing in terms of another, or to say several
things at the same time, thereby creating something new.28
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Thus, Ricoeur affirms Kant’s idea that imagination is time-transcending,
and applies it to language. The ability of imagination to bring past, present, and
future together in image is also seen in imagination’s ability to bring multiple
meanings together in voice. By moving from image to language, from sense to
semantics, Ricoeur explains imagination’s role as creating the “excess” that is
inherent in metaphor, myth, poetry, narrative, etc. “Imagination comes into play
in that moment when a new meaning emerges from out of the ruins of the literal
interpretation.”29 A primarily literal language reveals a poverty of imagination
and is almost impossible to possess, for, “based on linguistic evidence ... our
ordinary conceptual system is fundamentally metaphorical in nature.”30 Again
we come back to an assertion by Kant: not only is imagination a blind but
indispensable function, but metaphor (or poetic language) is too, in Ricoeur’s
analysis. The new meanings afforded by poetic imagination are not simply
singular or novel expression of the same meaning, such as the use of a synonym,
but are juxtapositions of different, sometimes opposing, meanings to create an
entirely unique “imagining.”31 Imagination, for Ricoeur, is precisely this power
of metaphorically reconciling opposing meanings, “restructuring semantic
fields.”32
From a philosophical perspective we have discovered, in Heidigger’s
analysis of Kant, that imagination is, fundamentally, a ‘power’ (an active
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attribute, rather than an inert faculty), a “blind but indispensable function of the
soul, without which we should have no knowledge whatsoever, but of the
existence of which we are scarce ever conscious.”33 In addition, from Heidigger,
imagination has two paradoxical capacities: (1) it can both synthesize and be
spontaneous; and (2) it can transcend time, holding together past, present, and
future in one image. From Bachelard, we have included the understanding that
imagination is an expression of play or inventiveness, in which the imaginer
desires to interact with and share the creation with an other.34 Poetic imagination
is not constrained by the internal thought-world, but is “two-dimensional: at
once giving and taking, a projection and a discovery,”35 surpassing them both in
bringing forth something new. Ricoeur takes this one step further again by
revealing the importance of language in expressing the multi-dimensional ‘new.’
He asks:
Are we not ready to recognize in the power of imagination, no
longer the faculty of deriving ‘images’ from our sensory experience,
but the capacity of letting new worlds shape our understanding of
ourselves? This power would not be conveyed by images, but by
the emergent meanings in our language.36
In summary, philosophically, imagination has come to be understood as a
complex (internal) power that expresses multi-faceted meaning in poetic
language (i.e., metaphor and symbol) by either synthesizing or separating
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temporal and transcendent sensation in the development and articulation of the
new.

Contours of Imagination in Contemporary Research
Until recently, it was very difficult to do empirical research on
imagination. Anecdotal evidence and philosophical reflection were the primary
methods of analysis of the brain. Recent advances in neuroscience have created
interdisciplinary fields of research that are expanding the understanding of the
brain and its capacities.

Research in Brain Science37
Current brain research is a cross-disciplinary endeavor which draws on
the areas of neurology, biology, anatomy, chemistry, psychology, philosophy,
literature, archaeology and anthropology, among others.38 Bringing together
these disciplines in order to discern and document patterns and connections is
revealing a vastly different understanding of the brain than the one that the
Enlightenment gave the world. The Enlightenment developed the metaphor of
the brain as a machine, describing the world and its functions as stability and
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stasis.39 The problem with this metaphor is that it does not represent the ‘real’
world, in any sense.
Science now knows that the world (and the brain) is neither symmetrical
nor static. Organic life is, in fact, the furthest thing from a stable, inert machine.
In the “phenominological world … living things are constantly moving and
changing.”40 McGilchrist’s work looks at the brain research and makes
observations about the differences between the right and left hemispheres, and
their influence on the way that, historically, Western cultures have viewed
reality. For this document, McGilchrist’s central finding is that the ‘skills’ that the
left hemisphere uses to understand the world have diminished the holistic
apprehension of knowledge for those raised in Western culture. The ‘skills’ of the
right hemisphere; specifically the ability to grasp in an all-encompassing way,
the experience of living, is what Romanticism attempted to reclaim, but which
Postmodernism still has not allowed to take root, entirely.41 The Western mind is
still skewed toward left-hemisphere thinking, which limits the ability of the two
hemispheres to work optimally together.
“Many popular writers have written that the right hemisphere is ... going
to save us. … This distinction is a fallacy… Every human has two parts to their
brain – right and left – and every human should be challenged to use both
parts.”42 Right- and left-brained have become metaphorical shorthand for
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different kinds of thinking, but both hemispheres are needed in order to think
creatively. If one side is injured or damaged in some way, both are diminished.
‘Left-brained’ has become a metaphor for “logical, sequential, computer-like
reasoning,”43 because the left hemisphere is skilled at analysing and organizing
individual parts, creating either/or categories. ‘Right-brained’ has become a
metaphor for “holistic, intuitive, and nonlinear reasoning,”44 because the right
hemisphere is skilled at synthesizing and apprehending ‘the big picture.’ In
order for humans to flourish, we need both.
Current brain research is extremely important, because it is changing
everything that has been believed about the brain since Descartes.45 Polanyi’s
belief in the importance of personal knowledge, and the stance of committed
attention to the world is being affirmed by both the study of epistemology,46 and
by brain science.
Things change according to the stance we adopt towards them, the
type of attention we pay to them, the disposition we hold in
relation to them. This is important because the most fundamental
difference between the hemispheres lies in the type of attention
they give to the world… The kind of attention we pay actually
alters the world: we are, literally, partners in creation.47
This is important for how we think about the world and the people in it, and it is
important for understanding imagination.
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The way that the brain processes information reflects a
‘whole>parts>whole’ integration. The right hemisphere takes in and absorbs the
whole of the sensory information available, regardless of its temporal location
(i.e. from the left, right, behind, above, etc.), or specific sense used (i.e. from our
eyes, ears, nose, hands, etc.) “[The right hemisphere] delivers to us a single
complete world of experience,”48 not individual pieces of information. The right
hemisphere gathers much more information than is needed or concretely
acknowledged: “we see things whole first. We do not have to orient our attention
to each feature of an object ... to understand the overall object. [All of the
features] are present”49 in a holistic way. The left hemisphere pays a distinctly
different kind of attention to objects: focal attention, a specific, isolating kind of
attention which is “narrowly [specific] to the right half of the space and the right
half of the body.”50 The left hemisphere pays attention to “[only] one part, the part
it uses.”51 While the right hemisphere can assimilate and integrate information
obtained by both hemispheres, the left can only structure its own information, it
cannot access or integrate the holistic ‘seeing’ which the right hemisphere holds.52
The right is preoccupied with looking for new information to synthesize, and the
left is attentive to organizing and categorizing what it already knows.53 In order
to imagine a future different from the one that we already know, we need to
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develop the skills of the right brain, integrating what we already know, without
letting that bounded knowledge determine the future.
Along with the swing from the Enlightenment’s mechanistic metaphors
(pushing buttons, spinning wheels), to Romanticism’s highly organic metaphors
(e.g. breathing in, planting seeds), research is reinforcing the understanding of
the need for right-brain development. The right hemisphere’s unique
contribution to the imaginative realm is its ability “in constructing a richly
diverse three-dimensional world in space.”54 It is able to construct such a diverse
world because of its ability to synthesize inputs from all of the senses and from
memory concurrently. In addition, only the right hemisphere has the capacity to
understand metaphor.55

Research in the Human Sciences
The Human Sciences are an area of study that includes history, sociology,
anthropology, linguistics, behavioural studies, human development, and is also
connected to philosophy. As with many areas of study, the human sciences are
embracing a multi-disciplinary approach, in this instance, to understanding
human development. For the discussion here, regarding imagination, the human
sciences have contributed extensively to research in the area of metaphor and
imagination.
Ricoeur spans the theological, sociological, philosophical divide with his
research and writing about imagination and metaphor. As was earlier discussed,
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Ricoeur made a significant break with previous theories of imagination,
acknowledging that the idea of imagination “suffers from a bad reputation,”56
because of the emphasis on imagination as the ‘content’ of an image. Instead,
Ricoeur argues for imagination as “method rather than content.”57 The “work of
imagination is to schematize metaphorical attribution,”58 which he calls “seeingas.” Remember that Ricoeur insisted on the shift from visual to voice, in the
philosophical understanding of imagination. He argued that poetic language or
“metaphorical utterance” has a “reverberation” (an aural metaphor) that is not
grounded exclusively in image, but in the expression of image in language.59 For
Ricoeur, metaphor is the coming together of two distinct semantic fields which
create a “semantic shock”60 because, on the surface, they seem to obscure
meaning rather than enhance it. But imagination is the method of “restructuring
semantic fields,” or “the operation of grasping the similar, by performing …
assimilation [in] answer to the initial semantic shock. Suddenly, we are ‘seeing
as’ … we see old age as the dusk of day, (or) time as a beggar.”61
Imagination’s ‘method’ is to gather sensations from memory, experiences,
emotions, and create meaning from within the variety of possibilities available.
Imagination gathers connections from multiple fields and withholds making a
decision on a particular ‘final’ meaning, until new connections can be discovered.
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In this way, imagination “diffuse(s) meaning in the various sensorial fields, (and)
suspend(s) signification”62 in an open-ended, playful, exploratory mode.
Imagination helps humans to ‘try out’ different ways of acting, responding,
understanding, and integrating new information.
Lakoff and Johnson, in their foundational study of metaphor, support
Ricoeur’s theories. Their research discovered that not only is metaphor
“pervasive in everyday life,” but “the categories of our everyday thought are
largely metaphorical and our everyday reasoning involves metaphorical
entailments and inferences.”63 Therefore, our basic ways of thinking about and
processing our world are imaginative, and metaphor is one of the most
important tools for this comprehension.64 A significant portion of Lakoff and
Johnson’s book is devoted to arguing against the Enlightenment dichotomy of
rational vs. imaginative, or objectivity vs. subjectivity. Like Polanyi, Meek, and
others, they hold the position that both complete objectivity and complete
subjectivity are myths. Instead, meaning requires, and is based on our use of
both rationality and imagination. “What the myths of objectivism and
subjectivism both miss is the way we understand the world through our
interactions with it.”65 All ‘knowing’ is mediated knowing: all ‘knowing’ involves
a framework of commitment.66 Commitment is how humans learn and live; by
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recognizing that all of life is embodied, that our experience shapes our knowing
and our knowing shapes our experiencing. Polanyi calls this acknowledgement
of embodied knowing, ‘personal knowledge:’
The personal participation of the knower in the knowledge he
believes himself to possess takes place within the flow of passion.
We recognize intellectual beauty as a guide to discovery and as a
mark of truth. … This distinction establishes the conception of the
personal, which is neither subjective nor objective. Insofar as the
personal submits to requirements acknowledged by itself as
independent of itself, it is not subjective; but insofar as it is an
action guided by individual passions, it is not objective either. It
transcends the disjunction between the subjective and objective.67
Lakoff and Johnson call this position the ‘experientialist perspective,’ and argue
that metaphor is an example of the possibility of a ‘third way’ to understand
knowledge.
From the experientialist perspective, metaphor is “ubiquitous in our
mental life,”68 shaping both knowing and experiencing.69 Metaphor is also a
matter of “imaginative rationality,”70 uniting reason and imagination, and
permitting an understanding of one kind of experience in terms of another.
Metaphors are capable of creating new understandings and, therefore, new
realities, because they create new conceptual structures.71 By bringing together
diverse inputs, and because the brain uses these inputs to access other, obscure
or subliminal experiences, new connections arise that do not, at first, seem
that knowledge is neither objective nor subjective, but lies in a tension between the two, requiring
both in order to discover and describe truth.
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possible. The brain then creates pathways to reinforce the new information,
using metaphors to lodge new truth in the imagination.72 This is why Sweet tells
pastors that the only power they need is the power to “choose and celebrate
metaphors,”73 because metaphors give direct access to the imagination,
bypassing the logical and rational processing units in order to directly shape
memory, create new neural pathways and activate multi-sensory facets of the
mind. “Metaphor, imagery and picture all share in common a bringing of words
to life. … Metaphors link things. They create common identity and expand our
horizons of what is known and what can be known.”74 For all of these authors,
metaphor and imagination are key ways that communities create meaning and
develop identity. Metaphor is not an individual, internal, monologue of
subjective thought, but the primary building block for how people interact and
connect with others and how humanity, together, makes sense of the world.

Contours of Imagination in the Church
Imagination and Theology
Theologically, Walter Brueggemann reinforces this philosophical
understanding of imagination. His definition is “… the capacity to generate and
enunciate images of reality that are not rooted in the world in front of us.”75
While there is continuity in Brueggemann’s thought with the previous
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philosophical principles, he calls our attention to the specifics, the particularities,
of poetic discourse in the prophets. The purely philosophical attention to
ontology and phenomenology is placed in the context of not just transcendental
‘space,’ but a transcendental ‘other.’ We are no longer simply imagining outside
of ourselves, but our imagining is informed by and tethered to YHWH. Within
the scriptural boundaries, imagination must, by definition, articulate a reality
that is YHWH-infused.
To qualify “prophetic” by “imagination” is to dig deeper than
moral earnestness into the notion of playful, venturesome probing
into the unknown that requires poetic utterance and that evokes
daring images and metaphors, all in the service of an elusive out
beyond ... On the other hand, to qualify the term “imagination” by
the adjective “prophetic” delivers imagination from sheer fantasy
into a world of covenantal engagement that features YHWH as the
compelling partner of both the human prophetic utterer and those
who heard the prophetic utterance in serious ways. Thus the word
pair identifies an elusive, daring, subversive verbal probe. 76
Against the totalizing control of the dominant cultural narrative,
Brueggemann argues that scripture reveals the prophet’s ability to use
imagination to dismantle and restore. The prophets understand the cultural
narrative and its language, but they are not constrained by it. Instead their
“emancipated imagination”77 allows them to cut through the camouflage and
subvert the cultural messages. “Ethical analysis by itself will never adequately
discern what the prophets are doing because their ethical concern is regularly
rearticulated and reformulated according to image and metaphor that sober
ethical reflection does not countenance.”78 Brueggemann also affirms
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imagination’s characteristic of reaching out beyond itself to invite others into
dialogue. “The act of alternative imagination is not authoritarian or excessively
confrontational: at its best, it is genuinely interactive.”79 Imaginative dialogue is
interactive between individuals and within communities, for those who wish to
discern a new reality. Imaginative dialogue explores the space between worlds;
the experienced reality and the one to be birthed, and between history and
possibility.80 Finally, Brueggemann also sees that language is the critical
component of imaginative expression: “the evocation of an alternative reality
consists... in the battle for language and the legitimization of a new rhetoric.”81
Prophetic and poetic language, in the context of Israel, is the expression of
worship, for only the freedom and energizing that is “intertwined in true
doxology”82 can challenge the “language of managed reality”83 that is present in
the empire.
Imagination, and particularly prophetic imagination, has become only a
whisper in our contemporary churches. There is a belief about imaginative
discourse that would continue to silence it, preferring strategies and
implementation procedures instead of a patient unfolding. These incremental
approaches lean heavily on a cultural-consumer business model, where the
pastor is therapist, cheerleader, CEO, and resident guru. The business leadership
model that some churches have adopted still relies on Enlightenment views
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about imagination, believing that imagination is the antithesis of rationality, and
that imagination necessarily implies the destruction of tradition and historical
practice in favour of the novel and innovative. Ricoeur, however, insists that this
is not the case, and that the power of imagination actually helps tie tradition and
innovation together. Imagination does play a crucial role in “projecting new
horizons of possibility;”84 in opening us up to different opportunities and
connections. This is the typical understanding of imagination. But imagination
also has an important role to play in “recollecting and reiterating”85 events and
actions, in their historical context. The context can be as close as yesterday, or so
far removed that we were not actually a part of those experiences (e.g., the Last
Supper). Imagination ‘makes present’ the details of that prior experience; it is an
indispensable element of remembering. For Ricoeur, the ideas of tradition and
innovation become complementary.86
In so far as it secures the function of recollecting and reiterating
[memory from] discontinuous episodes, imagination is plainly on
the side of tradition. But, in so far as it fulfills its equally essential
function of projecting new horizons of possibility, imagination is
committed to the role of semantic – and indeed ontological –
innovation.87
In theological terms, imagination excels at both incarnation and
resurrection. In fact, without our human imaginative capacity, we could not
begin to explore the implication of incarnation (a divine synthesis) or
resurrection (the bursting of every possible boundary). Imagination is not just a
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‘nice to have’ capacity, but a holy gift that is a connection to the divine; a
pathway infused with the presence of the Spirit, revealing and hiding,
illuminating and shadowing the ways of the Creator of all that is. Imagination is
a necessary gift and skill because it allows humans, in temporal confines, to
perceive and explore the transcendent nature of God. Imagination makes it
possible for us to begin to ponder the mystery and holiness of our Creator.
Imagination acts as a conduit for recognition and awareness of the otherness of
God, and allows us, in a limited way to translate that mystery into the present.

Imagination in Worship
The significance of sound … the ability to find one’s voice and to
hear and call other voices into harmonious sound is the essence of
… leadership as the acoustical art of imagining the future.88
What is it that we do in worship? How are we, as God’s people, different
when we gather from when we scatter? If all of life is an expression of loving
worship, and all of worship is living sacrifice in love, then why do we gather?
When God’s people go about their lives as teachers and tradespeople, as
accountants and airline pilots, as moms and mortgage brokers, is their song-story
somehow diminished because they sing it on their own? The scattering of God’s
people is a scattering into the playground of life, where the beautiful, true and
good song will need to be grounded in the body of the singer, in order to be
heard. There are a multitude of sounds in the culture, some of which will help to
echo and reinforce the song-story, and some which will attempt to drown it out.
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As Jesus was giving his disciples their final instructions and
encouragement, he kept challenging them to see beyond, to believe in more, to
understand and explore the new reality that was unfolding: “The person who
trusts me will not only do what I’m doing but even greater things, because I, on
my way to the Father, am giving you the same work to do that I’ve been doing.
You can count on it.”89 Because Jesus was about to burst every chain and
boundary through his death and resurrection, and then send the Spirit to fulfill
these promises, he had confidence that even the miraculous events of the past
three years would not be the end of the song. Even the miracles that the disciples
themselves had done would pale in comparison to what was to come.
The scattering of God’s people, singing their song in the midst of the big
song-story, is the gospel in motion. But the gathering is where the song is
rehearsed, where we join with the voices of heaven, and where we allow the
song to seep into every crevice of our body, heart and mind. Gathered worship is
where we, together as the bride of Christ, get to participate in the wedding party.
The music and the dancing happens best when we gather together.
Worship forms us and aims us because its concrete, material
practice catches hold of our imagination. This is why worship is
more like art than science, more like literature than logic. Worship
is fundamentally aesthetic, not didactic. Hence there’s a certain
struggle, and even inability, to articulate these intuitions in the
genre of this sort of book, whose mode is largely didactic and
theoretical. This is why I've been regularly pointing to literature as
a cognate portal into these questions, since there is more
commensurability between the social imaginary of Christian
worship and the imaginative works of literature and art than there
is with the staid, buttoned-down discourse of philosophy and
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theology. Thus one can often find a sacramental imagination better
pictured in novels than dissertations.90
Worship is fundamentally imaginative and aesthetic: it is a turning of the
mind, the body and the emotions toward the beautiful, toward the Trinity. To
call for aesthetics in the practice of gathered worship is not to request an
intellectual investigation of the intricacies of art, nor is it to request conformity to
a prescribed set of rituals or actions that must be mastered. Worship is aesthetic
because it anticipates the possibility of imagination as a playmate in the
playground of God’s gathered people. Imagination creates aesthetic space where
the church is called to join in the ongoing worshiping reality between the Trinity
and all of creation.
Gathered worship is more than simply the collection of the people who
arrive at the designated time in the designated place. ‘Gathered’ worship is a
coming together of history and eternity into this temporal slice of reality that we
call ‘now.’ It is the space and place where, together with the saints and the
angels, the spirits and the four living creatures, creation is invited to join its voice
to the song:
Worthy are you, Our Lord and God,
to receive glory and honor and power,
for you created all things,
and by your will they were created
and have their being.91
Imagination is the poetic and prophetic power that connects us to the heavenly
realm and tethers together the transcendent and the temporal.
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Imagination and the Church’s Problem of Inculturation
Scripture tells us that the secret of our new life is that Christ lives in us92
and this presence is glory and fullness. Through Christ’s presence and the power
of the Holy Spirit, we all have access to the imagination of God. The next two
chapters will propose possible ways that the people of God might begin to
reclaim and restore the advantages that the right-hemisphere contributes to our
ability to know, to our embodied knowing. The division between reason and
imagination is a false dichotomy. But it is a dichotomy that persists, because the
church is immersed in the consumer-cultural narrative, which has infiltrated
theological and ecclesiological thinking as well.
In the Reformed tradition, following Augustine’s doctrine of illumination,
which identifies ‘Logos’ with ‘reason,’ the imagination was considered ‘more
fallen’ and therefore less amenable to ‘redemption’ than reason.93 Descartes
represents the height of the ‘thinking/believing’ homo rationale, but the
development of reason as the pinnacle of humanity’s purpose began generations
before his famous dictum became an ancient meme.94 For theologians who
followed this logic, deception in reason could be clearly identified by its
divergence from the orthodox position of the church, particularly the creeds.
Our deeply embedded suspicion of imagination as a truth-bearing
faculty … arises not from problems in language or epistemology
but from within the theological tradition itself, and might be
encapsulated in the biblical phrase ‘vain imaginations.’ It is the fear

92

Colossians 1:25-27.

93

Ibid., 11.

94

Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 41.

108
and suspicion of images as giving rise to idols that is embedded in
the Judeo-Christian … tradition.95
But deception in imagination was a much more difficult area for the early church
to control. In particular, deceptive imagining revealed in art or iconography was
difficult to get rid of, because it was difficult to rationally articulate its
unorthodox elements. It became expedient to dismiss all imaginative
endeavours, rather than have to engage with the difficulties it presented. “The
consequence of this [position] has been a church culture that starved the
imagination, and was suspicious of mystery, but was unaware that, in deifying a
logical and syllogistic method in theology, it was in fact creating its own idol.”96
This is not an argument for simply swinging the pendulum to dismiss
logic. As discussed earlier in this chapter, the human sciences and brain research
have shown that we need both sides of our brain working optimally in order to
be healthy; to both understand and categorize the parts of our world as well as to
synthesize and reassemble the whole. Right-brain skills have been minimized in
the church, resulting in stunted growth; the inability to see an important half of
the picture. “What Gutenbergers think is a no-brainer [the primacy of left-brain
thinking] is really a half-brainer. … If the church has only half a brain, I have to
say it’s the wrong half.”97 Theological reflection and, in particular, church
practice has not been receptive to the development of imagination within its
walls. The artists have been pushed outside of the church, and the ability of the
rest of God’s people to develop imagination has been stunted. Following the
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thread of theologian-poets from Coleridge through Berry and Oliver, this paper
takes the position that
“even in a fallen world, the imagination, honestly followed, is able
to be a truth-bearer. … If part of the imago dei is itself our creative
imagination then we should expect the action of the Word,
indwelling and redeeming fallen humanity, to begin in, and work
outward through, the human imagination.”98
In addition to the arguments already presented for reclaiming imagination in the
church, there are a number of practical reasons why imagination is critical for
developing an alternative community of faith.
First, the church needs to practice imagination and metaphor because this
is the language of God’s story in scripture. The Bible is narrative, “from Genesis
to the Genuine Leather,”99 as Leonard Sweet has been known to say. While there
are definitely principles and propositions, letters, social and liturgical principles
within it, the scriptures primarily engage us in characters, high drama, life and
death, miracles, parables, song, poetry, and dreams. In order to enter into God’s
his(story) and become immersed in it, we need to develop and practice the
elements of imagination. Recognizing and resonating the bible’s melodies,
themes, counter-point, and contours of the story requires imaginative and
metaphorical practice.
Second, we must reclaim the language of imagination in order to
reanimate mystery, allusiveness, and play within the language of faith. The
church has allowed the biblical story to be stripped of these elements, leading to
an austere historicity without relationality. The ability to be open to the
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transcendent is a skill that we must learn and practice, not through the repetition
of principles about God, or by attempts at clearer cognitive connection to God,
but through an openness to mystery and to the exploration of wonder and the
unknown. Philosophy has focused on imagination as the primary power of
humanity to apprehend the transcendent and to hold the transcendent together
with the temporal. Apprehending is the ability to see the burning bush, and
know we should take off our shoes.100 It is a patience that is willing to wait
through the wind and the earthquake for the gentle whisper.101 Apprehending is
not logical or linear, it requires imagination.
Third, because the language of our culture (and our theological reflection)
has become “so formalized, technical, and transparent,”102 it is imperative that we
rediscover allusive, metaphorical, poetic language that explores the breadth of
imagination’s power to speak in symbols. Our 21st-century language is flat and
uniform, with little substance: smiley emoticons are hardly a substitute for the
connection of personal eye-contact. For many in the Google culture, 140
characters is the limit of their ability to communicate. If language is
technologically limited in length, let us learn to make it imaginatively limitless in
depth, for “a life of faith devoid of poetic sensibility is a life spent in the valley of
dry bones.”103
Fourth, because our ability to use language metaphorically has been
stunted by (and studded with) reason, didacticism, and propositions, we have
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lost the capacity to think beyond the possible. Scientific studies have shown that
one reason creativity fails to flourish is because we have been taught to accept
and implement the first option that makes itself apparent. This pedagogical
method is effective when the goal is simply to pass the test. However, one of the
key characteristics of creative people is their capacity to push past the first option
to discover other possibilities.104 J. S. Bach composed over 1100 works during his
lifetime.105 His ability to find new melodies and devise intricately woven themes
is just one example of pushing past the first option, to continually offer
something new. Bachelard describes the necessity to think beyond, in this way:
“what man imagines dictates what he perceives; and [therefore] ... it is necessary
to imagine too much in order that we may think, and so realize, enough.”106
Without a grasp of imagination, our world caves in on itself, unable to push past
temporal boundaries (real and imagined) into the eschatological, transcendent
possibilities that exist in God.
Finally, imagination helps us to think of ‘knowing as discovery’ rather
than ‘knowing as facts’. Imagination brings us into the playful space of the
potential, creating openings for the Spirit to surprise and confuse. Ricoeur
challenges us to privilege imagination: “We have thought too much in terms of a
will which submits and not enough in terms of an imagination which opens
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up.”107 Imagination is a form of curiosity that is open and inviting, willing to be
stretched, isolating elements for deeper reflection, looking for connections and
resonances with scripture, history, community and the living presence of Jesus in
the world. “If our faith has no room for the imagination, it is not true faith at
all.”108

Conclusion
From Eden, whence the living fountain falls
In music, from the tower of ivory,
And from the hidden heart, He calls
In the language of Adam, creating memory
Of unfallen speech. He sets creation
Free from the carapace of history.
His image in us is Imagination,
His Spirit is a sacrifice of breath
Upon the letters of His revelation.
—from De Magistro

Imagination, like many multifaceted realities, is difficult to define simply
and yet fully. One can describe the characteristics of imagination, recognize its
presence in action, but to capture it fully in words is a challenge. A God-given
gift; a divine power that can be trained; a knowing which holds in tension
temporal/concrete and transcendent/eschatological; an apprehension that
creates the new and draws forward the old; each of these is one way of defining
imagination. But none of these captures it fully. When one listens to a symphony
orchestra, at first, it is difficult to discern the nuances of texture and timbre that
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each instrument brings to the whole. The music can seem like one uniform block
of sound, as if all of the instruments were connected together to produce a fusion
in one voice. But with careful listening, each instrument begins to be
recognizable and the distinct qualities become noticeable. Some say that the oboe
has a ‘nasal’ sound, the bassoon ‘throaty,’ and the clarinet ‘piercing.’ These are
particular qualities that appear on the surface with these instruments, because
they are made of wood, and use a woody reed to produce the primary sound.
However, these instruments can also produce warm, round, smooth, liquid and
bright sounds, depending on the skill and personal attributes of the player. Each
instrument has a unique timbre that can be molded and nuanced differently by
different players.
Imagination is also a form of timbre that can be molded and nuanced. It is
a way of interacting with the world that privileges play and exploration, that
promotes discernment as dialogue between God and humanity, and that
prioritizes metaphorical, narrative language. Imagination is a “mediating
between immanence and transcendence, between the worlds of comprehension
and apprehension … for which the notion of ‘Heaven in ordinary’, the invisible
in the visible, is central.”109 Imagination is the foundational capacity of each
person to engage with their Creator, and the generous gift that allows the
Creator to inspire and animate creation. If worship is the crucible for the people
of faith to become an alternative community, then imagination is the spark that is
needed to burn up the tinder-dry existing structure and allow the fire of the
Spirit to energize us with hope and possibility. Ricoeur’s insistence that it is time
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to see imagination differently is not only a call to philosophy, but a call to the
church: “Are we not ready to recognize the power of imagination, and … [to
embrace] the capacity of letting new worlds shape our understanding of
ourselves?”110
A willingness to let new worlds shape us is the topic of chapter four. The
melodies of covenant, creativity and communitas have not been the dominant
theological themes for the Gutenberg generation. However, if worship is to be
embraced as the playground, then the church will need to rehearse these new
melodies, themes that will begin to reshape God’s people in three particular
ways: by re-rooting in covenant in order to learn to risk, by re-animating in
creativity in order to learn to play, and by re-membering in communitas in order
to learn to discover. Immersion in these themes in gathered worship will create
the possibility of becoming an alternate community resonant with the big songstory of God.
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CHAPTER FOUR
COVENANT, CREATIVITY AND COMMUNITAS
This won’t be a love song ‘till we know the words by heart.
—Bob Gibson
Let’s Make Some Music
The church finds herself in an environment where the cultural-consumer
narrative has infiltrated her worship practices and structures. While historically,
there has been a desire among people of faith to isolate themselves from the
influences of culture, chapter one described how that has not been effective, and
how, in fact, the opposite has been the case. Chapter two argued that reappropriating the biblical story requires an attention to the importance of
identity, orality and community in developing a narrative that is resonant with
the biblical song-story. Chapter three then developed the timbre of imagination:
the unique quality of each local community in interweaving the songs of the
individuals together to create a faithful narrative. This chapter continues to
weave the musical metaphors, but now begins to address the specific contours of
worship planning. If narrative is the unfolding of God’s musical score, and
imagination is timbre or voice, this chapter gives an overview of larger musical
themes of the current movement of the symphony.
An orchestral work is never mono-thematic. Even the iconic opening
theme of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony1 must give way to other themes and
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melodies, or it would turn from mono-thematic to monotonous. Every piece of
music has multiple themes, or melodic motifs and contours. Some melodies are
prominently woven throughout the work, some appear only as thematic
counterpoint, and some are so well hidden, that they are difficult to apprehend
only by listening. In the same way, the biblical narrative is not monothematic,
but has a multitude of melodies with different levels of prominence. Choosing
the dominant themes for the worship gathering is a powerful role, as we have
already seen with narrative in general. The shaping and content of the stories
that the community rehearses are significant determinants of its ability to
develop identity and practice. Over the course of history, some of the theological
themes emphasized at different points in the Christian story have become more
substantive than is necessary, more normative than is advisable, and more
restrictive than is healthy.
The early church fathers were in a period of dialogue about the melodies
of incarnation and the Trinity; the reformations included choruses about religion
in the vernacular; Pentecostalism and the revival movement sang of the ecstatic
and the Spirit. Likewise, one way of seeing the current time period is through the
lens of covenant, creativity, and communitas. The church has been rehearsing
propositional themes from a different time period; now is the time to begin
rehearsing a new movement of the symphony. Just as previous themes in a
musical work are not discarded, but are transformed or resonate in less
prominent instruments, so in the church, familiar themes are not rejected, but
new themes take centre stage, and are offered the spotlight for this moment in
the unfolding song-story. Purposeful attention to the particular themes that rise

117
above the rest of the music will give way to melodies that will assist the
congregation to both ‘sing their song’ and ‘sing along.’

To ‘Apple’ or to ‘Orange’?
In treating the Bible like an orange more than an apple, Christianoriented biblical scholars have lost the sense of the Bible as a living
organism. When Jesus the Jew taught in the Nazareth synagogue
on the Sabbath, he approached the Scriptures as an apple. In a
holistic and imaginative reading… surprising interconnections and
unexpected parallels are constantly being discovered. You miss
those insights and connections when you piece out the Bible as if
you were separating an orange.
—Leonard Sweet
One of the most compelling arguments that Leonard Sweet uses to
encourage us to take a different look at scripture is the metaphor of orange and
apple.2 The Enlightenment-Gutenberg approach to scripture was to treat it as an
orange, peeling back the skin, dividing it into pieces, eating them one at a time,
and spitting out the pips as they went. It’s neat and practical; there is no need to
get one’s hands sticky, as each section and its juice are cleverly contained in
bounded sections. Eating an apple is a distinctly different experience. Eating a
whole apple is fraught with the unexpected: taking a bite is a different
experience every time. Juice may drip down your chin; you may bite into a small
bruise, or a part of the core, or even a seed. You are not in control of the sections
of an apple (they don’t exist); one is simply required to take it whole – skin, flesh
and core. Orange-ing is an acquiescence to the scientific method: partitioning and
sub-dividing to isolate and investigate discrete objects. Apple-ing invites you to
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open wide and enjoy, dive in, take a risk. Orange-ing can lead to “versitis,”3 a
disease that frequently takes individual verses out of context in order to make
them appear to agree with one’s one position. Apple-ing the scriptures requires
an embrace of parts that make sense and parts that don’t; it offers an opportunity
to hold tensions together, to explore the now and the not-yet, and to discover
unexpected revelation in the process.
This chapter is an attempt to ‘apple’ the big song-story of God, to shape it
in a way that embraces rather than separates. The three themes of covenant,
creativity and communitas are the symphony for this generation, the song that is
bubbling up in North American churches in the 21st century. They may be
unfamiliar to some who have not been listening for new songs. It may seem
tempting to maintain the currently established, well-documented themes that
have driven the church for the past fifty or sixty years. But, the church is being
pulled into the playground of the future. This chapter invites the reader to
explore the monkey bars, rather than sit on the swings; to try the merry-goround, even though it is scary. It’s dangerous to forge in new directions, it
requires different muscles to hang from the monkey bars and hang onto the
spinning merry-go-round, yet this is the only way to embrace the adventure that
lies ahead.
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Re-Rooted in Covenant in Order to Risk
In the sepia swell of silted-up surf
In the ebb and the flow of dying and birth
In wounded streets and whispered prayer
The dance is the truth and it’s everywhere.

—Bruce Cockburn4

In theological analysis, covenant is a complex word, usually defined
according to O. Palmer Robinson’s classic definition: “a bond in blood
sovereignly administered.”5 The traditional definition encompasses analogous
examples of ancient economic suzerain-vassal treaties, and often includes the
penal-substitutionary atonement theory with respect to the spilling of Christ’s
blood as the once-forever establishment of God’s covenant with humanity.6
Other theological writing on covenant has taken a different approach, arguing
that rather than a purely economic (or legalistic) agreement between two parties,
the arc of covenantal theology is primarily the gift of relationship: a mutually
engaging, reciprocating connection between beings.7 Dying is required in order
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for covenant to be seen and experienced by all8—but it is not the judgment of a
vengeful God on an acquiescing Son. It is the loving agreement of Father, Son,
and Spirit to display the sacrificial commitment to humanity that is, always has
been, and always will be, the way that brings life. Covenant is “dynamic and
storied,”9 reflecting the imaginative and narrative elements of the unfolding of
covenant between God and creation. In this section, three strands of covenant are
discussed: covenant as the irrevocable gift of relationship, covenant as relational
participation in the Trinitarian dance, and covenant as rooted and established in
Christ. These threads establish a foundation of God’s faithful, active, gifting
presence, which provides for the possibility of the alternative community’s
playful risk-taking.

Covenant is the Irrevocable Gift of Relationship
From its first page to its last, the Bible is informed by a
[fundamental] vision of relatedness. Man – male and female – is
made for God in such a way that being in the image of God
involves being bound together in this most profound of all mutual
relations. God binds himself in a covenant relationship with men
and women to which he remains faithful at whatever cost and
however unfaithful his covenant partner is.10
Michael D. Williams is a systematic theologian in the reformed tradition
who argues for the relational emphasis of covenant in his book Far As the Curse Is
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Found: The Covenant Story of Redemption.11 In particular, he argues “the Christian
religion is … the historical unfolding of God’s covenantal involvement in the
world, the acme of which is God’s coming into the world in the person of Jesus
Christ. The biblical drama displays the fundamental, unfolding continuity of a
personal relationship.”12 Relationship is the undergirding metaphor for all of
God’s interaction: mutually, interpersonally, and with creation. Sweet articulates
the all-encompassing nature of this relationship as well. “The life of faith is not a
process of rote learning or the intellectual pursuit of the right beliefs. Instead, it is
a ‘lived relationship’ – with God, with God’s Word, with other people, with
creation, with objects that point us to God, and with the spiritual realm.”13 Thus,
for both Williams and Sweet, covenant is “totalizing relationship.”14 All created
things, not just humans, are bound covenantally to God. They are covenanted
into existence,15 and this covenantal gift establishes a mutually interpersonal
relationship.
Although some have argued against a creational covenant,16 the biblical
narrative in Genesis invites the reader into a playground where creation comes
into existence for the sheer joy of the creator. “Let us make…” is a covenantal
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expression of overflowing love, which welcomes the ‘other’ into being as an
unnecessary expression of that love.17
On the assumption of creation as ontologically dependent, every
moment of its existence constitutes God’s ongoing “let there be”ing. This is what Scripture identifies as God’s covenant faithfulness,
or “steadfast love.” Everything that we call created reality exists
and is what it is because of the normative and formative word of
God prescribing it into existence and sustaining that existence in
his steadfast covenant relationship. Everything exists by virtue of a
covenant relationship to the Lord of all.18
Because everything exists by virtue of a covenant relationship, “love and loyalty
precede law and obligation. A covenant is an intimate relationship, it cannot be
reduced to formal obligations,”19 or seen primarily in terms of rights and
responsibilities.
The conquering, militaristic imagery that some use to explain the idea of
covenant20 is nowhere present in the biblical story understood as gift and excess.
“Gift, like covenant, has as its ultimate aspiration interpersonal communion.”21
Therefore, the image of covenant (and, indeed, all Christian imagery) must
emerge, not from a culturally-imposed metaphor (in this instance, of ancient
economic exchange), but from the Christian understanding of an eternally
faithful covenanting God.
Thus to know the world truly [requires] an openness before glory, a
willingness to orient one’s will toward the light of being, and to
17
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receive the world as a gift, in response to which the most fully
“adequate” discourse of truth is worship, prayer, and rejoicing.22
A relationship of covenant that is given and received as irrevocable gift
describes an entirely different kind of dynamic between the partners than one
based on regulations and treaties. If we consider the dynamics of human giftgiving, it becomes clear that gifting is not a simply quid pro quo but a highly
sophisticated type of interpersonal exchange.23 Gifts are generally given without
the requirement of giving in return – if the gift is freely given, it has no strings
attached, simply the anticipation of loving response shown in delight and
thankfulness. A good gift tells something about both the one who gives and the
one who receives, and is a reflection of the depth and breadth of their unique
relationship, with its history and its anticipated future. A good gift keeps on
giving: it points to future possibilities that, at the time it is received, can only be
imagined. [Philip A.] Rolnick calls friendship “gift sustained in relationship,
where the gift is the continual freshness of the other in mutual self-giving. Gift,
like covenant, has as its ultimate aspiration interpersonal communion.”24
Covenant is a delightful overflow of God’s desire to be in relationship. This
relationship is purely gift and eternally sustained. The covenant will not be
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withdrawn25 because it is a gift that holds together all things,26 and it will not be
withdrawn because God’s purposes in creation will be brought to fruition; in
fact, it is already done,27 awaiting the unfolding in temporal time and space.

Covenant is Participation in the Trinitarian Dance
Trinitarian perichoresis28 expresses the truth of the irrevocable gift of
relationship. In the theology of the Trinity, we become aware of the intimate,
unending, relational inter-activeness, which is also the expression of continual,
gifting and receiving. “The Trinity is best characterized as persons-in-relation …
and if we profess the Trinity as ultimate reality, we may see that human persons,
as beings-in-communion, reflect this original [relationship].”29 And while
relationship is a fundamental element of Trinitarian theology, the dynamism that
perichoresis is attempting to articulate is difficult to express in compact
language.
Creation is, before all else, given by God to God, and only then –
through the pneumatological generosity of the Trinitarian life –
given to creatures: a gift that is only so long as it is given back,
passed on, received and imparted not as a possession but always as
grace. This is indeed a “circle” – the infinite circle of divine love –
and for that very reason capable of a true gift: one that draws
25
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creatures into a circle upon which they have no natural “right” to
intrude.30
Intruding into the Trinitarian circle happens because the gift of invitation draws
humanity and the created world into the relational, perichoretic dance.31
Perichoresis “implies that the three persons of the Trinity exist only in reciprocal
eternal relatedness.”32 The “holding together” that is part of God’s participation
in covenant is a “holding together” within the Trinity. “The purpose of the
Father, Son and Spirit in creation is to draw us within the circle of their shared
life so that we too can experience it with them.”33 The metaphor that Paul uses to
describe this welcome “intrusion” is adoption.
But when the right time came, God sent his Son, born of a woman,
subject to the law. God sent him to buy freedom for us who were
slaves to the law, so that he could adopt us as his very own
children. And because we are his children, God has sent the Spirit
of his Son into our hearts, prompting us to call out, “Abba, Father.”
Now you are no longer a slave but God’s own child. And since you
are his child, God has made you his heir.34
Many theologians believe that the doctrine of the Trinity has not been
fully grasped by modern Christians.35 “Not even an explicit confessional
allegiance to the doctrine of the Trinity has always prompted Christendom to lay
hold deeply of its resources… because Christians have espoused a subpar
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understanding of the Holy Trinity.”36 Newbigin echoes this belief in his book on
the theology of mission, asserting that although Trinitarian belief is established
in the church’s creeds and liturgies, most Christians think of God as a “supreme
monad.”37 Trinitarian theology “has been treated like the talent that was buried
for safekeeping rather than risked in the commerce of discussion.”38
For Gunton, the Trinity is much more important than simply as a unifying
force, or a way of holding the three persons of the trinity together. This is
because in the Trinity we find a transcendental that articulates both plurality and
particularity.39 Gunton argues that perichoresis is transcendental: one of the
primary “forms through which being displays itself … a fundamental feature of
the cosmos.”40 Transcendentals were first articulated by Aquinas, who proposed
four terms that were universally applicable: being, one, true, and good.41 Gunton
is concerned to show that if unity is a transcendental (Aquinas’ “one”), then
Trinitarian theology shows that diversity is also, necessarily, a mark of being,
and the holding together of these two is the truth that makes the doctrine of the
Trinity so important. “We live in a world that can be understood [to be unified]
relationally on all of its levels,” without any part of the world losing its
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individual particularity.42 “Being is diversity within unity,” and this diversity
within unity is “bound up perichoretically with all of being.”43
This is important because of its implications within the discussion of
worship as playground. As an expression of covenant, Trinitarian perichoresis
reinforces the connectedness of all things with God and emphasizes an “ethic of
transformation.”44 For transformation to take place, there must be creative
engagement with imagination and narrative in the context of community. If
“diversity within unity” is a fundamental aspect of ‘being,’ then each member of
the community must bring their particular uniqueness, and offer it as gift for the
transformation of the group. There is no place for the individualism of the
cultural-consumer story in this context. Self-fulfillment is a distorted story: all of
creation exists to display the relationally, sacrificial self-giving, and glory of the
Trinity. Within this Trinitarian expression of relationality, the importance of
Christ’s participation with humanity provides a particularity that is critical for
worship.

Christological Hermeneutic
One outcome of the Enlightenment-propositional approach to theology is
that Christ has been seen to be simply the “bearer” of the gospel, instead of its
“unique content.”45 Sweet and Viola argue “all scripture finds its organic center
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and unity in Jesus. For this reason, the biblical narrative has its beginning in the
creation of the universe through Christ, its middle in the earthly life and ministry
of Christ, and its end in the reconciliation of all things in Christ.”46 Jesus himself
said, “You search the Scriptures because you think they give you eternal life. But
the Scriptures point to me!”47 Even before Jesus’ incarnation as a baby, his
presence is manifest in the biblical story because of the “glory that [Jesus] had
with [the Father] before the world began.”48 The revelations of Jesus as God’s
glory throughout the Bible are “heavenly realities flowing out of the eternal
Christ.”49 The fourth gospel tells most clearly of the understanding of Jesus as the
glory of God: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We
have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only who came from the Father.”50
As the expression and revelation of God’s glory, the Word51 appears in the story
in many instances before his birth in Bethlehem. We read of the presence of
God’s glory in the cloud leading Israel in desert and the glory filling the
tabernacle as two specific examples the pre-existent Word’s presence in history.52
In addition to the historical presence of the Word, and the revelation of
Word as Jesus the Christ, in glory he now reigns on the throne at God’s right
hand, and he will fill all of creation with glory in the coming age. The whole of
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the story as we know it is expressed and revealed in Jesus, and Jesus’ time on
earth is a recapitulation and revelation of the entire Hebrew story.53 In addition,
we know that because of the presence of the Spirit, there is access to all truth that
comes directly from Jesus. The Spirit and the scripture both point to Jesus, and all
that Jesus communicates he has from the Father.54 Jesus’ life is a perichoresis of
stories: they weave in and out, inform, expand, and condense critical parts of the
Jewish narrative, and project out, back and forward in time, creating an intimate,
unending, relational inter-activeness.
Beginning to understand the difference between Jesus ‘bringing’ the
gospel and ‘being’ the gospel, leads to the question of a Christological
hermeneutic. Roger Mitchell55 is an English pastor and theologian whose
research and writing attempts to articulate a particular kind of hermeneutic that,
similar to Sweet and Viola, sees all of scripture, and most importantly, our
understanding of the characteristics of God as primarily (possibly exclusively)
revealed and rooted in Christ. His proposal to “argue directly from Jesus to
God”56 makes what we know of Jesus’ incarnation, life, death, and resurrection
the primary hermeneutical lens for all other theological reflection.57 “This
hermeneutic activity … unapologetically deploys the Jesus event to rename
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God.”58 Instead of invoking preexisting ‘names’ for ‘God,’ the event of the
incarnation of God in Jesus becomes the lens through which all understanding of
God is seen. Mitchell argues that “because an event carries emotional and
experiential truth, rather than definitive theoretical knowledge,” the event or
action, or participation of God is a much fuller, and therefore ‘truer’ expression
of God. Naming particularizes and limits. Event involves metaphor and story
and is open-ended and contains possibilities.59 Because of its delivery in
narrative, and the open-endedness of its unfolding, biblical events also highlight
the relational risk-taking of God. The shift from naming to storying60 puts the
emphasis on the self-giving, eternally free, willing-to-risk behavior of Jesus in the
event of the incarnation, “extrapolating from the Jesus of gospel faith to the
defining demeanor of deity, which it configures in terms of kenosis.”61
This is important for Mitchell, as he argues that the only way to empty
reflection about God of its hierarchical, cultural, and empire-bound images is to
begin to invest all theological reflection in the self-giving event of the
incarnation. In this way, “kenosis is taken to be an appropriate depiction for the
overall tenor of the whole Jesus narrative,” and in fact, the whole of the biblical
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narrative.62 This proposal resonates particularly with Hart’s view of Christology,
in that:
The motion of Christ’s life is not one of temporary concealment and
dramatic unveiling … all Trinitarian theology depends upon the
belief that Christ’s kenosis is not a moment of separation, a descent
from some other-worldly pleroma into a condition of estrangement,
but a manifestation of the one eternal act by which God is God …
The Son goes forth because going forth is always already who he is
as God. 63
Meek also reiterates that kenosis is not just a characteristic of the expression of
incarnation, but is an element of the entire covenantal unfolding.
God descends to covenant creation into existence, and to sustain it,
every atom in every moment. God descends to covenant with his
people—to dwell with them. God descends in the Incarnation. God
descends in the renewal of all things. The pattern of redemption,
and the initiative of covenant relationship, is the descent of God.64
What is different about this form of Christological hermeneutic is not only that
Jesus is to be our primarily way of seeing, understanding, and being in the
world, but that Jesus is the perfect representation of all that God reveals. In Jesus
we will find all that we need to know about the fullness of the Trinity, humanity
and creation. If a Christological hermeneutic were to influence the worship
practices of the church, the rituals and rhythms of the weekly gathering might
more fully resonate the events of Christ’s presence throughout the biblical
narrative. This would, in turn, give resonance to the events and stories of the
lives of the people of faith.
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Conclusion – Re-Rooting in Covenant in Order to Risk
This section has argued for a view of covenant that is irrevocable gift in
the inexhaustible and unfathomable relationship of the trinity, as particularly
revealed in Jesus. Against a view of covenant as economic exchange, the
irrevocable, eternally revealing gift of covenant results not in fear and hoarding
of the bits of grace we can grasp, but in openness to the lavishness and delight
and joy of receiving abundantly and trusting that the gift will be continually
given, renewed and overflow.
Interpersonal relationship and covenant are the fundamental and
formative categories [of scripture.] … All God’s dealing with and in
the universe is covenantal. The world reflects his utterly faithful
character.65
In this scenario, there is no place for the worry that distracts from wonder, and
the fear that suppresses faith. If the worship life of the church is rooted in this
view of covenant, then there is freedom and encouragement to risk and delight
in the acceptance of the gifts. Knowing what to do and how to proceed requires a
willingness to acknowledge that God is ‘utterly faithful’ and continually engaged
in the risk-taking with his people. “The church of Jesus should be bursting with
creativity. Instead it is far too often the bastion of boredom. The church needs a
theology of risk.”66
Risk requires rootedness. Risk is not a disregard or abandoning of
covenant, but is a lengthening of the relational string, the confidence that a child
demonstrates as she climbs to the top of the slide for the first time, knowing that
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her parent will be waiting at the bottom to share her joy in the exhilaration of the
new experience. In the same way, instead of grasping the gift of covenantal
relationship close, or burying it for safe keeping, there is a freedom to explore the
possibilities: to invest that gift to see its expansion.67 That is what we see in the
incarnation: Christ invested in humanity by filling it with his divinity. Jesus
risked in order to see the fulfillment of the covenant and its eternal establishment
with himself as head of the church and of all creation.
Kenotic moves are essential to relationship building. God’s creation
of a world with which to be in relationship was itself a kenotic
move. Simone Weil called creation the greatest act of humility for it
was when God ceased to be everything so that creation can be
something… Relationships grow through giving and receiving.68
Kenotic moves are risky because they are not ‘normal’ or culturally affirmed:
kenosis is a necessary and risky practice of becoming the alternate community.
Within this unfolding, the church is “Jesus’ continued presence in the
world, tongued with fire and driven by wind.”69 The church is the bride whom
he loves, the house for God’s presence, the body through which Jesus works, and
the family into which all are adopted as daughters and sons.70 In as much as
covenantal fidelity, perichoretic relationship, and kenotic love are God’s nature,
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these are each also examples of risk-taking, and indicative of the relationship that
the church should have to the world.71
“Wise risk-taking and courageous actions should be encouraged and
ongoing”72 in the life of the church. One barrier to risk is often the fear of loss. In
the church, risk and loss appear equivalent because the stakes are eternal and
failure inevitable. There is a need to reclaim the rootedness of covenant: in order
to see the difference between risk and loss, to acknowledge that both are
necessary, and to understand that “what we often call ‘making mistakes’ is
another name for ‘following.’”73 Jesus makes it clear that there will be loss:
“Whoever finds their life will lose it.”74 But, there is more. Risk the possibility of
losing your life, and Jesus says, “Whoever loses their life for my sake will find
it.”75 Covenant requires sacrifice. There are things that are meant to be lost in the
kingdom of God. The incarnation of Christ shows us that clinging to power and
status, authority and empire, make it impossible to live in the biblical story.
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“Faith is the opposite of control,”76 and the way of delight in the trinity exists
because of continual deferral and humility to the other: the ability to risk.
There is no ‘holding’ among the trinity, or between the trinity and
creation, only eternally, continually offered gift and excess. Similarly, the church
must learn to continually receive and offer giftedness in all its forms. Rather than
a one-time decision to follow Christ as the first and final requirement of kingdom
living, we have seen that the giving and receiving, the ascending and
descending, are continual, overlapping, indeed, overflowing the vessels that try
to contain them. The industrial revolution’s metaphor of mechanistic stability
and predictability does not apply to the church. God does not live in the box of
the local church building or preside over a production line of creation. God’s
people, in fact all of creation, live in covenant and perichoresis, rootedness and
movement, and just as Jesus has burst every constraint through the incarnation
and the resurrection, so should the church burst into the freedom and joy of risk
taking. “’Sanctuary’ should not mean a place of safety from risks, but a safe place
to take risks and a place to deepen a risk-all faith.”77
In order to become immersed in the biblical song-story, the church’s
worship must find ways to communicate covenant. Re-rooting in the themes of
covenant provides the foundational element of the community’s connection to
the alternative narrative, and the beginnings of the ability to risk. Staying put
may appear to be ‘safe,’ but “the road to wisdom and mission is not [safe]. It is a

76

Sweet, So Beautiful, 92.

77

Ibid., 91.

136
hazardous, haphazard road. Risk is a short name for movement.”78 Covenant is
faith and trust that the risks taken will result in kingdom music. The next section
discusses creativity as a practice that builds on the necessary risk-taking of the
alternate community. Many people find it risky and uncomfortable to sing their
own, unique song for others. The practices of creativity help to train people of
faith to make beautiful music. Rooted in covenant, the church can begin to
explore the expression of the song in creative ways. Worship that is grounded in
covenant in order to risk must rely on imagination in order to open new vistas
and explore the mysteries that God will reveal.

Re-Animated by Creativity in Order to Play
Creativity is the residue of time wasted.
–Albert Einstein
Re-animating is the task of a church that has become breath-less and finds
itself on the edge of life-less. Church attendance is on the decline, not specifically
because people are uninterested in spirituality or the mystery of faith, but
because they are bored. “Many people are … bored with church-as-usual,
church-as-club, church-as-entertainment, church-as-work. [People] are dropping
out because religion is dull.”79 Brain research also reinforces the idea that “people
do not pay attention to boring things.”80 The church needs the animating
presence of the Spirit to breathe her into life. Spirit-breathed is the animating life
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that issues from seeing oneself as rooted in covenant. Trinitarian perichoresis
animates the dance in all of creation: body, mind, and soul joining in the
movement of creative engagement.81 “The Bible … depicts creation as a kind of
play, a kind of artistry for the sake of artistry.”82 This animation of the Spirit is
“evocative, calling out as pure delight … mak[ing] the divine joy open to
creation, without estranging it from its divine ‘logic’; and the Spirit
communicates difference as primordially the gift of beauty.”83 Beauty and artistry
are the gifts of the Trinity to the church, to the body of Christ.
As creativity has become a desirable cultural commodity, churches have
also asked the question “Where are the people who are creative?” This question
assumes, reinforced by the cultural-consumer narrative, that only some, unique,
people are creative. Creativity has been co-opted by ‘creatives’ who describe a
particular, unique, inherent skill-set that is bestowed on some, which privileges
them with special insight and knowledge: enhanced right-brain thinking. Brain
research tells us that the structure of our brains gives every human (who has not
experienced brain trauma) the capacity to develop the right hemisphere in order
to take advantage of its synthesizing and imagining capacities. In order to
develop creativity, the church must learn to ask of each person in the
congregation, not “Are you creative?” but “How are you creative?”84 Out of a
deep belief that covenant makes all of us in the image of our creator God, the
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church can begin to acknowledge that creativity is an innate and desirable
expression for all of humanity. Creative expression is a matter of learning how to
put to the side ‘the way we’ve always done it,’ and a willingness to play with
different ways of expressing ourselves in the world.
Our earliest images of God in the Bible are of the creator playing in the
mud, forming humanity out of dirt and water and breathing him to life through
the Spirit.85 Creativity will, necessarily, include those skilled in the arts, and those
connected to a variety of artistic forms, but it is primarily about the expression of
each created being in its fullness, revealing its ‘glory’ because of its connection to
Glory. Psalm 19 reminds us that everything declares God’s glory, if we have the
eyes to see and ears to hear. This listening for beauty, or re-animating creativity,
can be developed through an aesthetic life, the skills of improvisation and in the
play of collaboration.

Creativity is Expressed in an Aesthetic Life
Where does creativity come from? Is it the purview only of those whose
temperament and training have been so molded that they ooze with new ideas
and can paint or write with ease? Is it everywhere in God’s creation, and we are
unable to see it because of sin or the shroud of culture? Is it given by the Spirit,
particularly to those free spirits who are open to where the wind blows? Or
maybe it is simply ‘in the air,’ or it runs in families, or it is a lost art. Creativity,
like covenant, is the free gift of a generous, loving God, but having access to it
and developing it are two different things.
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Many artists have argued that creativity is the result of imago dei: “God is
Creator, therefore, we are creative.” 86 In this argument, God is a creating being,
and imago dei87 given to humanity, is the ability (and desire) to fashion raw
materials, words, music, images, etc., into expressions that inspire and invite
reflection and interaction.88 While this connection is valid, it has been twisted by
the consumer-culture to create an elite sub-set of ‘creatives’ who then are exalted
as experts and influencers. Idolization of the individuals who are ‘creative’ has
infiltrated the church. This argument is used to defend the full participation of
artists in the church (a healthy corrective), but also allows artists to take
advantage of their ‘elite’ status, and encourages the belief that artists ‘work
alone’ and are not constrained by the covenantal expression of communal
relationships.
Artist, theologian, and professor of aesthetics, Calvin Seerveld, cautions
us, however, not to assign “superstar” status to artists, or in any way to elevate
creative work over other vocations. “If we think that artists are… ‘creators,’
while mothers just have babies,”89 we will have misunderstood the implications
of imago dei and of life itself. The creative impulse is part of our imaging of the
creator, but it is not confined to or exclusively revealed by ‘artists.’ Rather,
humanity is covenanted to “cultural response,” in which the creator invites
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humanity to “culture the earth,” continuing the development of all of the work
that the creator had begun, and that “his creative Word sustains.”90 In this
understanding, all humans bear in themselves the capacity to bring about the
flourishing of the created world. Artists expose and illuminate a particular facet
of this flourishing, but each person has a responsibility to participate in the ways
that become open to them.
Anti-cultural piety is not the biblical directive. It is not the way of
Life and Truth that must be told to the up-and-coming generations
of believers’ children. Rather, the creation of God is unfinished,
waiting historically to be used; its variegated meanings are waiting
there to be unleashed in a new chorus of praise for the Lord. This is
our human calling.91
Seerveld sees aesthetic life as “the joyful task of cultural obedience.”92 If, in
Sweet’s description, humanity is given the role of cultivating the cultural
garden,93 given by God, then the aesthetic life is a delightful expression of
fruitfulness in every aspect of living. The church has had difficulty in relating to
the cultural milieu, and developing a sense of Christian aesthetics that
encompasses the broader culture, because of the persistent myth that the church
should flee or ignore this present world.94 Instead, Seerveld argues, “creaturely
life is what the Lord wants redeemed; saving persons for bearing obedient fruit
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in all facets of our existence is what the Holy Spirit was given for after Christ
ascended into heaven; … reconciling everybody, everything, back to God.”95
This attention to the everyday-everything of living is how people of faith
learn to ‘see with new eyes’ and ‘hear with new ears’ the allusiveness of the
creative around them. Attuning to the allusiveness of the world is how Seerveld
describes the aesthetic life. He gives the example of riding a bicycle; there is a
difference between riding a bicycle as if you were training to compete in the Tour
de France, and riding it on a tour of the wineries of France.96 Being out of doors,
and sweating might be the same in both experiences, but during a tour of the
wineries, one is much more likely to find moments of doxology bubble up, to
find deep meaning in the reality of a life of simplicity and to discover the joy of
things hand-made and hand-cultured. “If the aesthetic moment is missing in
daily active responses to God and neighbour in the world, then that life is shorn
of a great praise potential and you are liable to a closed down kind of grim
slavery, void of response to the calling of allusiveness.”97
The key attitude to discovering this “integral element of the aesthetic life
is ‘playfulness.’”98 Playfulness is an awareness that, while life does have its
difficulties, God’s creating and redeeming engagement with humanity is
primarily one of play. The Protestant work ethic has given the church a legacy of
suspicion about play that is similar to the suspicion about imagination. We have
been taught that play is ‘idle,’ childish,’ or ‘a distraction’ from the important
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things in life. In addition, the cultural-consumer narrative has turned play into
‘competition,’ and has used ‘play’ as a tool to increase productivity. The biblical
view of play is that of a regular practice and activity of the joyful expression of
the Trinitarian dance. Seerveld’s translation of Proverbs 8, finds the idea of play
as a natural expression of the Word:
… when he said, “Let there be –“ to the very
underpinnings of the earth,
[I was right there!]
Yes, I was God’s very own protégé.
And I was enjoying myself day after day, playing around
all the time in front of his face,
playing through the hemispheres of his earth,
having fun with all of mankind . . .99
Playfulness is a gift, given to be redeemed, for the sanctification of daily life.100
The allusiveness of artistry, the infinite diversity of creation, the tactile, textured
nuances of things made by hand, are each elements of the playfulness of life that
can be integrated into our daily activities in order to train us in creativity. In
order for God’s people to be able to answer the question “how are you creative?”
they must learn to recognize artistry and creativity, and distinguish between the
cultural-consumer narrative and the alternative narrative.
There are two particular influences of the cultural-consumer narrative that
mitigate against the aesthetics in daily life: efficiency and superficiality.101
Efficiency is the “technocratic tyranny” of clocks, cars and can-openers.102 Life is
organized by the speed with which one can deliver results, whether that is
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getting from point A to point B, or putting a meal on the table. On the other
hand, superficiality is “trivializing kitsch,”103 which fills up the space with things;
things that garner attention, yet reinforce uniformity and mass-production. In
order to “grow up aesthetically,” Seerveld argues “we must break through the
(technocratic) orientation daily foisted upon us.”104 The simple act of
attentiveness to the possibility of beauty in every endeavour brings the presence
of God into our midst.
Obey God by putting homemade bread on the table instead of the
carbohydrate; synthetic pulp supermarkets sell in vain under that
name. Get just one well-crafted thing in your home that was put
together with smiles, loving skill and integrity … Just one
normatively playful touch in a home stimulates more acts full of
nuance. One good linen tablecloth …will do more for manners and
style than a dozen vinyl placemats.105
Seerveld is arguing for playful beauty to be a part of the life of faith. Not just as
an act of intellectual assent, in that we believe that beauty is important, but
beauty must be expressed in tangible, embodied, incarnated activities and things
in our lives.
Sweet makes these same arguments for the place of poetry and poetic
language in the life of faith, saying, “I believe in the well-tuned phrase as a
defense against chaos, unreason, and kitsch.”106 Poetic sensibility can only be
developed by experiencing it; by reading and wrestling with language in the
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same way that one engages in prayer or lectio divina107 or any other spiritual
practice. In particular, in order to wrestle honestly with scripture, the church
must tune her language to the poetic. Paul Fiddes says that a faith community
has a duty to explore the connections between scripture and creative writing as
well as art:108
A community which holds its identity through (the scriptures) has
an obligation to engage with it. It cannot ignore it. The boundary
marks out an area, sets up a space, in which exploration is required
… We have a demand laid upon us to read, interpret and wrestle
with its canon in a manner that no other texts ask from us … The
notion of canon obliges us, not only to explore the material so
marked off, but to bring it into conjunction with other
(literature).109
Human life requires playful, artistic input on multiple levels in order to learn to
listen for and resonate back the aesthetic elements in the biblical narrative and in
the current culture. In order to see and listen for Christ outside of the church,
God’s people must be trained to apprehend the allusive, nuanced, and beautiful
in all of life. Art, music, literature and “poetry rinse the language and cleanse our
imagination”110 so that beauty and mystery become part of daily experience and
language. Finding beauty in good art, literature, music, poetry, theatre, craft, etc.
helps God’s people to develop their own creativity. Finding mentors whose lives
are worthy of emulating is the same process as finding musical or poetic mentors
for one’s aesthetic life.
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The Canada Council for the Arts has an internationally recognized ‘bank’
of string instruments for the purpose of encouraging young professional classical
musicians.111 Each of the violins and cellos is loaned to musicians for a period of
three years. The young musicians have the opportunity to play one of the best
instruments in the world and to spend time listening to and embracing with all
of oneself the ambience of an instrument of the finest quality. Having this timbre
of sound in your mind and body helps these musicians to bring that same quality
of playing to other instruments, and challenges them to strive to convey that
same music no matter what instrument they may be playing. The string bank
exists because of the demonstrated evidence that those who play a fine
instrument, even for only a part of their career, play with more depth and
possibility in the music they are able to convey. An aesthetic life flourishes in the
presence of beauty, just as a musician’s tone and musicianship flourish in the
presence of a Stradivarius violin. Everyone needs the resonance of beauty and
creativity in his or her life on a regular basis.

Creativity Delights in Improvisation
There is a dimension of Christian life that requires more than
repetition, more even than interpretation … That dimension, the
key to abiding faithfulness, is improvisation. Improvisation is
inevitable. When Christians … gather together and try to discern
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God’s hand in events and his will for their future practice, they are
improvising, whether they are aware of it or not.112
In this section, our metaphor turns from the realm of music to the theatre.
Although there is a practice of improvisation in music, its theory and
development in the theatre is much more expansive. “Improvisation … is a
practice through which actors seek to develop trust in themselves and one
another in order that they may conduct unscripted dramas without fear.”113 The
part of the big song-story that the church finds herself in is the epitome of an
‘unscripted drama.’ And while this metaphor is seldom used to describe the life
of the church, the reality is that “the church [lives] under the authority of the
extant story, but is required to offer an improvisatory performance of the final
act as it leads up to and anticipates the intended conclusion.”114 Learning the
skills of improvisation will help the church to faithfully participate in the
unfolding of the alternate narrative.
For this discussion, the key skill that actors develop in order to improvise
well, is the ability to understand and engage in ‘over-accepting,’ the ability to say
‘yes – and … .’ Understanding over-accepting, though, requires a review of two
preliminary practices: ‘accepting,’ or ‘saying yes,’ and ‘blocking’ or ‘saying no.’
While in theory, saying ‘yes’ is a desirable practice, it takes training and intention
to do it regularly and joyfully. In the same way that this chapter earlier looked at
the barrier to risk-taking (fear of loss), the barrier to saying yes is the fear of the
dangerous unknown. Purposefully letting go of control of outcomes and being
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willing to see what happens is the goal of this part of the practice of
improvisation. This skill is developed in the theatre by a game called ‘Word at a
Time.’ The participants take turns saying only one word each to create a story or
scenario. Each time a word is given, it is both the acceptance of the prior word,
and the offer of a new word. The words themselves are not good or bad, but how
the words are received and passed on determines how effective the players are at
developing the story. Maintaining the premise of the story as it has been
presented so far, and continuing to contribute something to it requires
suppressing the desire to control the direction of the development. Intentionally
(internally) ‘saying yes’ to the direction of the scenario as it is given, and the
willingness to continue to participate in its development are the foundations of
‘accepting.’
The opposite of ‘accepting’ is ‘blocking.’ Blocking prevents the action from
developing by undermining the unfolding premise and narrative shape of the
story. “Accepting sees the future as an opportunity – blocking sees the future as a
problem.”115 Yes takes the process somewhere. Yes keeps the drama unfolding.
Yes affirms the others in the game. However, when the future is ruled out, or
resisted, with a ‘no,’ then multiple possibilities are likewise prevented from
coming into being.
In Christian community, the practice of acceptance builds both communal
relationships and personal awareness of the other by encouraging the active
involvement of everyone. Young people, new believers, seasoned theologians,
and skeptics all have a place in the process of becoming an alternative
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community. Acceptance requires trust and humility, a desire to see the other
flourish, and a recognition that ‘control’ is both undesirable and impossible. It
acknowledges that God is the primary mover, that Christ lives in every believer,
that the Spirit is at work in every sphere of creation and that creativity and
imagination are gifts for everyone. On the other hand, blocking undermines the
other. It refuses to share ‘space,’ whether it be imaginative, physical or relational.
Blocking leads to conflict, as the flow of the story is repeatedly diverted, either
through active opposition to the offer, or passively, through refusal to engage.
Both options indicate an attitude that rejects the other, prioritizing safety (or
avoidance of danger) over possibilities.
The breakthrough that improvisation provides for creativity is the practice
of learning to enjoy the process. Life in the Spirit is not a simple smooth saunter
from Point A to Point B. “The Spirit blows where it will,”116 taking the church in
directions it was not expecting, and did not think it wanted to go. If life is
predictable, then it’s not Spirit-filled. All of life is improvisation, because there is
no script. There are guidelines, and possibilities, but detours and dead-ends are
where creativity flourishes, for if the destination is actually the journey, then
right where you are is right where you are meant to be. To keep moving requires
creativity, and a willingness to say ‘yes’ to whatever possibilities present
themselves. Because life is complex, and life is lived in relationship, there is
really no ‘right’ answer, or ‘correct’ decision, or ‘inevitable’ outcome.
In The Lord of The Rings (and all great epic stories), there is predictably one
person who is unable to see the possibilities that might arise in the midst of the
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coming conflict. Sauron believed that his side was stronger and that might would
win: that building the biggest and strongest army ever seen would inevitably
bring him the victory. But because his adversaries were committed to the
journey, to seeing it through, and to bringing their best, every opportunity was a
possibility. Thus, hearing that the Hobbits, Frodo and Sam, are still alive, and
about to enter the land where the huge armies are all currently amassed, Aragorn
proposes a diversion; a distraction to give the heroes more time. A distraction
which, ultimately, ensures the success of the Hobbits’ journey.117 This art of
accepting things as they seem, but also acknowledging that things can change, is
the art of ‘over-accepting.’118 It is the ‘yes, and’ of improvisation.
“Over-accepting is accepting in light of the larger story.”119 Over-accepting
rejects the either/or scenario and asks, not “what should I do with this offer or
gift?” but “how should I receive this offer?” or “how can I say ‘yes – and … .” The
actor’s ability to actively receive the opportunity, and place it within the larger
context, provides for unexpected possibilities for relationship and dialogue.
“Over-accepting imitates the manner of God’s reign.”120
Jesus’ life is an unbroken narrative of over-accepting.121 In the incarnation,
Jesus neither rejects humanity as unworthy of redemption, nor accepts the
situation of temple sacrifices as given, but over-accepts the reality that humanity
needs a redeemer by taking on human form, and becomes one with us. This
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over-acceptance resonates with the three elements of covenant established in the
previous section: the incarnation is a gift of relationship, is the work of the
Trinity, and demonstrates the primary character of divinity, kenosis. Similarly, the
end of Jesus’ earthly life also demonstrates over-acceptance. Jesus did not simply
accept death as the end of the story, however inevitable it seemed to others, and
however humbly he accepted its unfolding. He also did not block his death, as
Satan implied was possible.122 “God shows that even the worst offer, the
execution of the Son of God, can be over-accepted – even death and all its causes
can become part”123 of the story of redemption. Death was not the last word, and
the way that Jesus decided to receive the offer opened possibilities in the story
that would never have become available any other way.
There are many other examples of Jesus’ ability to over-accept: he was a
master of the ‘abundant yes.’ As Paul says: “no matter how many promises God
has made, they are all ‘Yes’ in Christ.”124 To the man with leprosy he said, “I am
willing.”125 For the woman with the hemorrhage, his spirit said ‘yes’ before his
lips could.126 Even when the disciples had blocked, in the case of the children that
were being brought to him, he said, “let them come,”127 and in addition gave
them the remarkable blessing of the kingdom of God. Jesus’ entire life was one of
leaning into the ‘yes’ of God. John’s baptism of Jesus? It was totally unnecessary,

122

Matthew 4:5-6

123

Wells, 135.

124

2 Corinthians 1:20.

125

Mark 1:41.

126

Mark 5:27-30.

127

Mark 10:14.

151
according to John, but an important step of obedience for Jesus. Heal the lepers,
the ungrateful, the outcasts, the gentiles, the demon-possessed? “I have come
that they may have life, and have it to the full,” he said.128 The ‘abundant yes’ of
God in Jesus,129 and in his followers must be the ‘yes’ of trusting relationship –
open to all that is possible through the Spirit and open to each other in intimate
connection.
The church has been very good at saying ‘no,’ for generations. It has
become the default response – to the point where the church finds herself
paralysed by the fear of ‘doing it wrong’ or ‘making a mistake.’ “Failing is just
another word for ‘follower’,”130 according to Sweet, for despite Jesus’ perfect
obedience to the Father, his disciples discovered that their ability to follow
involved a lot of ‘oops’’ and ‘do overs.’ Those obvious (to us) mistakes, did not
disqualify them for friendship with Jesus, it simply revealed the places where
they didn’t understand, where there was a need for more practice, and in
particular, where there was the need for the ‘abundant yes’ through the power
and presence of the Spirit.131 Learning to say ‘yes!’ to the Spirit and to each other
is possibly one of the most important, creative skills the church can develop in
becoming an alternative community. Keeping the story going through the use of
‘yes – and …’ demonstrates trust in the community, and invites others to
continue to collaborate in the creative process.

128

John 10:10.

129

2 Corinthians 1:20.

130

Leonard Sweet, DMin Lecture, Advance #3, Orcas Island Washington, May 30, 2012.

131

John 16:12.

152
Creativity is Collaborative
No object is created out of nothing or made in isolation. Every
object is born in community, accompanied by a whole host of other
arts such as narrative, song, and dance, which then creates a new
community that gives birth to more objects. Creativity is less an act
of the mind than an exercise of relationship: The mind midwives
the creativity, but the creative impulse is conceived from
connecting dots and making connections with the world.132
Modern, mechanistic models of business and culture have long
emphasized the proprietary ‘ownership’ of ideas and information. Patent
protection and other forms of legal ‘hedging’ around products, trademarks,
production processes, inventions, and creative works has been the norm –
protecting the ‘inventor’ from the unauthorized use of their ‘creation.’ As
discussed in the previous section, this is a form of blocking, and it requires a
significant amount of money and energy, as well as a particular worldview, in
order to maintain these kinds of protections. Steve Johnson, an author on the
intersection of science, technology and media, argues that “we are often better
served by connecting ideas than we are by protecting them … When one looks at
innovation in nature and in culture, environments that build walls around good
ideas tend to be less innovative in the long run than more open-ended
environments. ”133
Open-ended environments produce more innovative creations because
they have more ‘raw materials’ to collaborate with. Open environments by
definition are exposed to more inputs, whether they be people, cultural product,
natural or built environments. More inputs mean more resources from which to
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develop new ideas. The more inputs, the more possible outcomes from those
resources, as they can be combined and recombined into multiple end products.
When the resources are limited, dismissed, or ‘protected’ from inclusion for any
reason, the possible outcomes are diminished. The main premise of Johnson’s
book is that good ideas need a wide variety of diverse resources: human, natural,
and created. “The trick to having good ideas is not to sit in glorious isolation and
try to think big thoughts.”134 The trick is to get more raw materials onto and
around the table. The previous two sections have argued for the practices of an
aesthetic life, and the improvisational skill of over-accepting as foundational to
re-animating our creativity. This section proposes the practice of creative
networks of collaboration.
Collaboration, or inviting the participation and ideas of others, is a
necessary part of creativity. The influences and ideas of others are the primary
spark that can ignite innovation. It is impossible to isolate oneself from the
images, stories, creations and influence of the external environment, and the
sensory deprivation of such behaviour causes, not genius, but slow degradation
of all mental processes.135 Humans, and the innovation that they crave, require
connections. In business, music, science, family life, and the church, good ideas
are not the result of a single thing – like the metaphors we frequently use for
them – a spark, or flash, or light bulb. Good ideas are more like a “swarm.”136 In
scientific language, good ideas are generated from a “plastic network:” a large
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group of diverse connections that is capable of adopting new configurations.137
Because of the brain research discussed in chapter 3, it is now clear that the way
we think and process information is changing, and the way we understand
creativity is changing, too.
Good, creative collaboration is a network of diversity of people and
connections: an experience of “harmonious difference.”138 The most important
indicators of creativity are found in diverse, liquid, horizontal networks. A
network is a collection of individual items (in this case, people) where each has
multiple connection points to the many others in the collection. Diversity refers
to the network’s ability to access a wide variety of resources. Liquidity describes
the unstructured nature of the connections in the network and their ability to
respond to changing scenarios. Horizontal orientation helps the information flow
quickly and freely because the status and relationships of those in the network
are collegial and unhierarchical. Diverse, liquid, horizontal networks inspire
innovation because they include variety and create the conditions under which
multiple, random inputs encourage new connections and linkages.139 Johnson
reports a Stanford University study, which found that “diverse networks were…
three times more innovative than uniform, vertical networks.”140 In uniform,
solid, vertical networks, each person brings similar ideas and ways of thinking to
the discussion. The vertical, structured arrangement of the relationships causes
roadblocks against different or outlying arguments from ‘lower’ levels in the
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system, and its solid boundaries prevent lateral or random inputs to influence
the process. Agreement, consistency of perspective, and structures of
accountability are easy to achieve in this scenario, but innovation is not.
In these studies, it has been shown that “diversity of perspective and
intellectual background”141 are the key determinants of creative ideas, or
innovation.
Diversity increases the … group’s ability to solve problems. The
pioneer in this line of research is the University of Michigan
professor Scott E. Page. Page has spent the past twenty years
building a convincing case for what he calls the “diversity trumps
ability” theory, demonstrating the phenomenon in sociological
studies and mathematical models. Take two groups of individuals
and assign to each one some kind of problem to solve. One group
has a higher average IQ than the other, and is more homogeneous
in its composition. … What Page found, paradoxically, was that the
diverse group was ultimately smarter than the smart group …
when it came to measuring collective intelligence, diversity matters
more than individual brainpower.142
Diverse networks of collaboration are missing from most church
structures.143 In many communities, churches appear to be homogeneous groups,
relying often on one gender for leadership, and on one individual person for
worship planning. Churches typically reinforce hierarchical structures for
processing information and for making decisions about who can be involved. In
order to become more creative, diverse horizontal networks, inviting and
investing in the variety of those who are within the community, must be
explored and implemented. This should not be a surprise to those familiar with
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the biblical narrative. When Jesus developed his ‘creative network of
collaboration,’ he chose a few fishermen, a tax collector, a member of a radical
Jewish sect, and a few people whom the gospel writers felt had a background so
insignificant as to be unworthy of mention.144 The collaboration that Jesus needed
to spread the good news was as diverse as could be imagined in 1st century
Palestine. Jesus invites the church today to celebrate the diversity of the body,
and to develop harmonious difference through creative play.

Conclusion – Re-Animated in Creativity in Order to Play
Life with Jesus is creative and dynamic. Living with Jesus and in
Jesus allows us to see life as a kind of arts studio where we are
always in the process of shaping ourselves and the situations that
confront us. Like a potter, we (must) get our hands messy.145
Our culture is obsessed with cleanliness and sanitization. Creativity is
about getting dirty in the process of discovery. Painters and potters, moms and
mechanics, gardeners and grocers; each has his or her own ‘dirt,’ the elements of
their vocation that are required in order for creativity to flourish. Our God is a
gardener who brought humanity into being by playing with mud pies. The
church might need to experiment with getting her own hands dirty.
Creativity and imagination – practices that emphasize right-brain skills –
are needed in a culture that has allowed analysis, dissection, and ‘orange-ing’ to
have precedence.

144

Walter W. Wessel, “Mark,” in Zondervan NIV Bible Commentary: Volume 2, New
Testament, eds. Kenneth L. Barker & John R. Kohlenberger III (Grand Rapids: Zondervan
Publishing House, 1994), 150.
145

Sweet, Follower, 233.

157
The creative imagination is thus engaged in forming Christians to
be the kind of people who have the courage to keep the story going,
even when it looks dangerous or when it threatens to reveal
uncomfortable parts of themselves. Belief in God's sovereignty
affirms that the story will keep going whether Christians are part of
it or not. But the vocation of each Christian is to continue to be part
of the story, to embody the story from the moment of baptism,
regardless of the cost.146
The challenge that churches face in reanimating creativity in their midst is
the ability to embrace the idea of play. Playfulness will not be highly valued in a
community where the unfolding story is believed to be dictated, already scripted
and every move decided. If all of the decisions and rules that need to be observed
have already been articulated, then there is no need to discover anything new for
this generation. But if the church is part of an unfolding story that has not been
written, and if Jesus and the Spirit are at work bring to fruition the restoration of
all creation, then we can confidently proceed in the anticipation of improvising
in collaboration with whatever Jesus is ‘up to’ in this culture and this time
period. The practice of play brings together eternal covenantal connection and
the gift of creativity to re-animate the play of life.
The three practices of creativity outlined in this section weave together
musical themes that reinforce each other as they are rehearsed. Collaboration is a
variation of the melody of improvisation, requiring the intention to ‘yes – and …’
with others to create a symphony of harmonious difference. The aesthetic life is a
collaboration with beauty to play in various art forms as they relate both to the
everyday experiences of home, work and neighbourhood, as well as investing in
the enjoyment of quality examples of various disciplines in order to heighten
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awareness and appreciation. These practices become the foundation for
exploring creativity and imagination in the playground of worship.

Re-Membered into Communitas in Order to Discover
The qualities we need to be good are shaped by sharing a life
together with other people who help us to become good.
—Alan Hirsch
If the local church is to embark on the journey of becoming an alternative
community, it must learn and practice ways to put back together – re-member –
its people. But the word ‘community’ has become a churchy buzzword that has
more to do with our social connections than our covenant identity.147 Remembering ourselves as God’s community is a process of becoming who we
already are.148 We are “a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s
special possession, [to] declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness
into his wonderful light.”149 Remembering who we are is difficult in the
postmodern context. Identity is fluid and continually morphing depending on
the context. Affirming the alternative narrative and finding rhythms of life that
reflect it are important parts of the necessary process of becoming.
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The New Testament includes multiple images for the community we call
the church: over 100 different images that describe or are related to an
understanding of ‘the body of Christ.’150 However, the ‘People of God’ is one of
the primary constellations of images that flows throughout the biblical narrative,
beginning well before the word ‘church’ became part of Christian language.
The early Christians did not date the beginning of God’s people
from Jesus's birth or ministry, from his Eucharistic feast or
resurrection, or even from the descent of the Spirit at Pentecost, but
from the covenant making activity of God in the times of Abraham
and Moses.151
New Testament appropriation of the earliest covenanting of God reinforces the
earlier theme of covenant and connects it here to the theme of communitas.
Becoming a ‘people’ requires focusing on ‘people’ and helping to build the
network of relationships that are deep enough and connected enough to weather
the inevitable pettiness and disappointment and the roller-coaster ride that is
life-in-community. The emphasis on pilgriming relationships calls the church to
resonate and embrace a reality that she has already been made to be. Becoming
starts where you are and makes intentional decisions while going. Remembering into an alternative community requires purposeful attention to, and
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development of, liminal experiences within the community’s story, and the
involvement of all generations in the movement toward childlike maturity.

Liminal Spaces
People who make music together cannot be enemies, at least while
the music lasts.
—Paul Hindemith
Liminality is the experience of transitioning from one understanding of
shared reality to an understanding of a different reality, and it is particularly
important for creating communal identity. “[Liminality], literally ‘being-on-athreshold,’ means a state or process which is betwixt-and-between the normal,
day-to-day cultural and social states and processes.”152 The term evolved from
anthropological studies of rites of passage, and was expanded by sociologist
Victor Turner to describe not just individual threshold experiences, but also how
communities are shaped and formed by rituals and transitional events. He
identifies as critical to communal life the ways that a society finds for
commenting on and critiquing itself. “That is, codes, or presentation and
expression which enable participants … to realize just how far they have fallen
short of or transgressed their own ideal standards [and] even… to call those very
ideals into question under conditions of sharp social change.”153 In a liminal
space, the communal process of orientation-disorientation-reorientation allows
something new to be birthed. While the postmodern church has lost connection
to many of its liminal rituals, there are three norming examples of liminality in
152
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the biblical story that can help us to begin to understand how we might recover
this process.
EXODUS
Exodus, exile, and resurrection are the key nation-forming liminal stories
which defined Israel’s history and which continue to influence the development
of the alternative narrative for people of faith today. From captivity in Egypt to
the desert, the Israelites experienced liminal space: God’s identification of a
people to be rescued, a lengthy public display of God’s power over the pagan
deities of Egypt, and finally the miraculous release and gathering of the chosen
people in a new location. These are the typical segments of a liminal process:
separation from ordinary social life, the margin or threshold process that is
transformative, and the reinstitution of regular life, but with a different social
order or status.154 In the Exodus experience, Israel is called out: although
scripture tells us that they were already identified as a nation ‘Israelites’ by the
Egyptians, and were already considered God’s people by him, a new status is
formalized by God’s intervention, to show his glory to the nations.155 The
transition from slavery to outcast to chosen was difficult and discombobulating.
The people did not know how to live in the new reality. They complained. They
wanted their old life back. They made golden idols. They were selfish and
ungrateful and resistant to the new scenario. However, as they practiced and
remembered the stories and rituals of that liminal experience, they were
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transformed by it – not perfectly – but in significant ways that kept them moving
and learning and becoming. The formative practices of Exodus involved creating
and enacting stories, rituals, and practices to establish the narrative of the
alternative community. But generations passed, and in a different cultural
context, Israel began to forget her stories and to ignore the rituals that God had
put in place. As the remnant of the nation, Judah found herself in another liminal
experience: exile.
EXILE
The personal, political and national disaster that ended in exile for the
remnant of Israel is, like the Exodus, a transitioning and transforming
component of the history of God’s people. The book of Jeremiah is a history
lesson, recounting the events leading up to the exile in Babylon, but it is also a
“form of survival literature, a product of literary-theological intervention to
reconstitute the society after its collapse.”156 The reframing of the story to clearly
articulate the problems in Judah’s cultural and religious life was a reminder that
their desperate situation was the result of their own actions: their distance from
and disregard for the relationship with their God.157 The priesthood, the royal
lineage, the political structure, the gods of other nations, the worship rituals and
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practices, the temple and the fortified city of Jerusalem itself were each
systematically torn down and turned into rubble.158
Instead of relying on and committing to the covenant that had been
established, the people of Israel had turned to rely on externals: physical
buildings; religious routines; national structures; and strategies. God was trying
to get their attention by focusing on relationship. Trust, faithfulness, fidelity, and
honour – these were the qualities that YHWH desired. But Judah rejected every
overture, preferring instead to trust in the externals. They chose independence –
the cultural narrative – instead of the irrevocable covenant relationship that
YHWH had established with them, with disastrous results. The Babylonian exile
lasted 70 years, and even after almost 500 years of rebuilding and re-rooting,
first-century Jews were still under the control of a foreign monarch, still longing
for the promised Messiah.159 In the years of captivity, the formative practice of the
remnant of Israel was lament. The initial expression of shock and anger, borne of
the people’s arrogance,160 soon turned to grieving and lament.161 The prophets
called the people into grieving, as expression of a liminal experience that seems
drawn out beyond bearing. They understood that “only grieving leads to joy,
and only embraced endings permit new beginnings.”162
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RESURRECTION
The liminal experience for the early church was that of coming to terms
with the death and then resurrection of Jesus. The resurrection itself was an echo
of the liminal process: from life, to death/burial, to new life.163 “Resurrection is
the theological singularity of all singularities, ushering in new realities that
change everything.”164 The dis-orientation that the disciples experienced at Jesus’
death and burial did not immediately dissipate upon seeing the re-orientation of
Jesus in the flesh. The disciples were certain that Jesus’ death had changed
everything: things had definitely changed for them. They were afraid, deeply
afraid. So afraid, that they were hiding, out of sight, out of mind, from the
Roman and Jewish authorities.165 But Jesus’ appearance to them in the Upper
Room required a rethinking of all that had happened and all that they thought
that they knew. The story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus is a reflection
of what every one of the disciples was experiencing. They did not understand.
They needed to be shown how the traditional teachings revealed Jesus. And they
needed guidance connecting the dots, to understand how Jesus himself revealed
the scriptures. Over the 40 days that he was with them, their entire
understanding needed to be revised.166
Jesus gave the disciples proof about all of the things he had been saying
and he gave them himself, transformed by his death and resurrection, as the
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“first-fruits” of the gifts and power that would be given to them at Pentecost.167
Pentecost and “the resurrection give [the disciples] not so much new insights and
a Christian worldview as … new relationships.”168 On the Emmaus Road, in the
locked upper room, and in the public square at Pentecost, God is inaugurating a
new community, a new expression of relationships that are established in the
risen Christ and animated by the fire of the Spirit.169 This new, first-century,
resurrection community,170 and every succeeding one that enters into it, is
marked by the Spirit for transformation. Rather than simply continuing as an
established Jewish community with a new (dead, then risen, then ascended!)
leader, Peter, the other disciples, and later Paul, had to reconfigure the
expression of this new reality. They wrestled with its form and content; Peter and
Paul had disagreements about what was important and how it should be
established.171 No matter how difficult the transition, the formative practice of the
new body was doxology. “We are called to doxology, for only doxology can
adequately speak about the newness that came in Jesus.”172
LIMINALITY AS TRANSFORMATION
The transformation that occurs in the process of liminality, Turner calls
“communitas … the mutual confrontation of human beings – people, ‘just as they
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are,’ getting through to each other.”173 Communitas is an altered level of
community in which the members have pursued and overcome, together, a
socially disruptive experience. The members now have a different respect for
each other and are able to use that shared experience to make stronger
connections. Communitas is the tangible result of liminality that perseveres. When
communitas has occurred, the group goes beyond superficial to recognizing and
desiring the contributions of each member. People learn how to listen first. They
discover one another on a different level. Their shared and transformative
experience connects one to the other with stronger bonds and deeper trust.
For the Christian, liminality is the experience of transformation into an
ever more resonant reflection of Jesus; an ever more confident singer in the midst
of the communitas. Although the liminal process is described as a linear
progression, scripture affirms that liminality is a continual, circular process of
being formed into the people we are called to become. Exodus, exile and
resurrection are metaphors and liminal experiences that God’s people must
continually navigate. Every generation will experience liminal moments; times
when moving in/through/past is required in order to be faithful to the alternate
narrative. Stepping into a different movement of the symphony requires the
ability to develop the practices and processes that bind the community together
so that they can move toward the place where they acknowledge and sing the
new melodies.
The core practices of this process are not strategizing and analyzing an
external problem, but playing, imagining and exploring to find Christ at our
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centre. A community in the liminal process learns to acknowledge, encourage,
and train each member to discover their own melody and find its fit within the
communitas. The liminal experience deepens and rehearses the irrevocable
Trinitarian covenant relationship that we find in God and applies it to the
relationships we build with each other. This creates a circle of connection and
growth: communitas that is reinforced by covenant and by creativity.

Childlike Maturity
Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the
kingdom of God belongs to such as these. Truly I tell you, anyone
who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will
never enter it.
—Jesus174
Earlier in this chapter, the story of Jesus and the little children was used as
an example of ‘over-accepting:’ Jesus did not just agree to let the children come,
(which was a social faux pas) but he invited them to sit with him, be close to him.
He offered a most extraordinary blessing to the children, giving them the
kingdom of heaven. And then, going further still, he announced that any others
who wished to enter the kingdom must “become like a little child.” How do
children receive the kingdom of heaven?
Some see this passage in the context of the verses that come directly before
it: the injunction that those who exalt themselves will be humbled and those who
humble themselves will be exalted. Children were examples of the lowest of the
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low in the ancient world.175 But Jesus treated children with an entirely different
approach than those of this culture. In fact, the first act of resurrection we are
told about in the New Testament is not Lazarus, but the daughter of Jairus.176
Jesus held children in high regard and pointed to them as indicators of the
kingdom. Perhaps there is more, something about the children themselves, about
how children act – as distinct from how adults act – that is the way to the
kingdom. Looking back into Luke chapter 17, Jesus refers to the kingdom as
“being among you.”177 What if the children in our midst will teach us how to
enter the kingdom?
The difference between child-like and child-ish is significant in this
context.178 This is not a metaphor – “you must be born again” – in which Jesus
contrasts the earthly birthing with spiritual birthing. Neither is it meant to be
taken literally: it is not a call to become a child, but to become “like” a child,
taking on the characteristics or qualities of a child, reflecting the attitude of a
child. How and why would this be important? There are three possible ways to
reflect ‘childlikeness:’ through a spirit of adventure, a delight in questions, and a
desire to hear and tell stories. These three have been covered in different areas of
this document already, but in terms of how they enhance communitas, they will
be reviewed here as well.
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A spirit of adventure is the hallmark of a healthy child: “we are born
powerful and natural explorers.”179 Inquisitiveness, a desire to explore the
surroundings and get into every nook and cranny is why children get up and
crawl: they want to go somewhere! Enough sitting in one spot, playing with the
same toys over and over, they think to themselves. The adventure waits on the
other side of the couch, if only I could get there. In a child, the spirit of adventure
overrides danger and fear, in such a way that there are sometimes bumps and
bruises, sometimes broken arms and frightening consequences. But patient
adults, who don’t hover or sanitize too much, can help their child revel in the
adventures that life holds. Childhood adventures are a combination of
experience and imagination that reveal fresh and delightful ways of being in the
world and learning how to navigate the realities of everyday life. Life is a
wonderful combination of the real, the mysterious, the unknown, and the
possible. Anything can happen, and whatever does happen is a marvelous
discovery.
However, the transition from ‘life is an adventure’ to ‘life is a
disappointment’ or ‘life is risks to be managed’ closes off opportunities to
experience newness and beauty. Reclaiming a child-like spirit of adventure,
individually and corporately, creates possibilities for re-membering others and
ourselves. Adventure, the desire to discover new things and new ways of being,
creates connections and relationship that would not take place in other
circumstances.
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A child has a never-ending stream of questions. There is so much to be
discovered and so many mysteries to be explored. Questions are not only ways
to gather information, but they are ways of connecting, of developing
relationship. Dialogue means that the child has someone’s attention and
attention usually means the questions keep coming. A child’s inquisitiveness
goes wherever her mind can take her, without regard to ‘political correctness’ or
propriety, exploring topics that adults may find embarrassing or difficult to
answer. Often, though, the inquiry is simply a desire to know, and the question
is one that may reveal an adult’s biases or prejudices, thereby calling forth a
different kind of reflection on the adult’s part. Questioning to understand and to
learn are the best reasons for asking questions. As adults, questions become more
about power and status, attempts to put others down, or to point out flaws in the
opinions of others. Children might be the church’s best spiritual directors:180
asking questions that spark in us a new awakening to the presence of God. The
simple, honest, direct questions of a child, spoken with a desire to discover are a
skill that the church could relearn.
Finally, the desire to hear and tell, and especially to be part of a story, is
one of the great joys of childhood. Children don’t tell a story in a linear fashion,
they start in the middle and tell the most exciting bits first. They are unconcerned
with the specifics of who said what. Most important is how a story or situation
makes them feel: children have open emotional engagement with stories that are
meaningful to them. Children become more involved and more committed to
stories and their repetition, often memorizing them verbatim. Children want to
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hear about themselves in stories, they want to know how they would act in every
situation: would they be brave? would they be able to solve the mystery? would
they make new friends and be a faithful companion? Because of these personal
connections, stories embed themselves deep in a child’s memory, and become
rich resources for the imagination and creativity.
From a spiritual perspective, children have a sensitivity and resonance
with the Spirit that reveals a maturity that is often surprising to adults. True
maturity frequently reveals itself from the mouths of the young members of the
faith community. The combination of a childlike spirit of adventure, a delight in
questions, a passion for story, along with openness to mystery, and a trusting,
covenanting faith, could be the combination that Jesus meant for his people to
value. These could also be qualities that could be learned in communitas, if
worship was intentionally intergenerational.

Conclusion – Re-Membered into Communitas in Order to Discover
Liminality and childlike maturity are two practices that will re-member
the community of faith. Liminal experiences put us back together: connecting
and binding the people into relationships that are authentic, deep and
covenantal. Liminality rehearses the melodies that the people of God sing on
their pilgriming journey together, and resurrection rehearses the Christological
hermeneutic of kenosis. Childlike maturity is a process of discovering the creative
and imaginative melodies of the narrative, listening for the Spirit and being
willing to repeat the themes until the community is re-membered in its own
song. Development of songs, rituals and stories that resonate both with the
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biblical narrative and with the community’s particular narrative give a shape and
repetitive rhythm to the re-membering of the pilgriming journey.181

Conclusion
Magic is what we do. Music is the way we do it.

—Jerry Garcia

This chapter has explored the melodies of the song-story that help it
become a playground for the alternative community of God. The themes of
covenant, creativity, and communitas weave together to form a structure that
allows the community to risk, play, and discover in order to become immersed in
the alternative narrative that God is unfolding. None of the three melodies can be
sung alone; all are needed in order to create the harmonies that the big songstory requires.
The first melody of irrevocable gift of covenant, established in God’s
ongoing relationship with his people, lays the foundation for the playground of
worship. Covenant will not be revoked, and indeed, is a continual overflow of
love, delight, and enthusiasm for the interaction of God with all of creation.182
The Trinitarian dance of perichoresis displays for the church the dynamic
relatedness and fellowship that humanity is invited to participate within.
Flowing from these two, covenant established the importance of a Christological
hermeneutic that shapes all of the biblical narrative and could be brought to bear,
in the same way, on the development of gathered worship. Covenant established
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the necessity of risk-taking, because “faith and obedience remain essentially
risky,”183 and control is not (regrettably for some), a fruit of the spirit.
The second melody of creativity flows directly from the rootedness of
covenant, and provides the playground equipment for worship. Re-animating
the playground is the process of creatively breathing life and activity and
movement into the song. The practices of an aesthetic life train people to see
beauty and hear imagination both in everyday life, and in the production of
quality works of art, literature, poetry, music, and other creative endeavours.
Improvisation was discovered to be a practical, and essential skill for all of life,
since the script has not been written in such a way that it constrains our play
beyond the minimal contours of the unfolding narrative. The ability to overaccept, to ‘yes – and …’ opens up possibilities of connection and creativity that
cannot be explored by blocking. Connecting these two elements of creativity was
the recognition that collaboration is necessary, but that for collaboration to be
creative, it must demonstrate a horizontal, liquid, diverse, networked capability.
Collaboration invites the participation of every member of the community to
play together, bringing their gifts, skills and song into the network, for the
benefit of all.
The third melody of communitas links covenant and creativity into the
process of re-membering a group of diverse people to discover how to have fun
together on the playground. By the purposeful attention to moving through,
learning, and becoming an alternate community, and by intentionally privileging
child-like maturity, the people of God enter the potentiality of communitas.
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Liminal space welcomes all of the community to find their identity in the
expression of child-like maturity, where authentic relationships are discovered
and nourished and where lament and doxology rise equally as part of the big
song-story. The liminal process trains the community as a whole to discover the
pilgriming movement from one shared understanding to a different shared
understanding, grounded in Christ, the Sprit and the Father.
Re-rooting, re-animating, and re-membering are the processes inherent in
the three themes of covenant, creativity and communitas. These form the basis of
the song-story for this generation. In gathered worship, God’s people learn the
skills of risk, play and discovery, in order to press into and through the obvious,
to the metaphors and images that lie behind; learning to trust, and connect, and
persevere. As these three themes are woven together, they weave the fabric of
the song-story for this generation. Like Bach’s many three-part fugues, there is
really only one melody to God’s story: love. But that love is a diamond that
refracts into infinite beams. The primary melody of a Bach fugue184 weaves itself
together to form a whole that is much more than the repetition of a single theme.
So the themes of covenant, creativity and communitas weave together to reflect
“how high and wide and long and deep is the love of Christ.”185
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Play is the primary catalyst186 for the song-story of God to resonate in
every fibre of our being: to immerse us in the biblical song-story. Play is a critical
practice for formation because of its connection to multiple neural pathways.187 In
his later research, Victor Turner explored play and its connections to liminality,
saying “play is a kind of dialectical dancing partner of ritual, and ethnologists
give play behavior equal weight with ritualization.”188 The playground is a
critical liminal space189 because it “draws its materials from all aspects of
experience, both from the interior milieu and the external environment.”190 The
playground of gathered worship is the focus of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE PLAYGROUND OF WORSHIP
Twentieth-century harmonic analysis was my nemesis in graduate music
training. This kind of course is designed to help the student recognize the underlying
musical structure of the compositions, to get behind the music, or into the ‘mind of the
maker.’ In addition to the lecture, every week there was an assignment: detailed harmonic
analysis of two pages of piano score (or piano reduction of orchestral pieces). I gave my
best to this work. I had the foundational knowledge, the interest in the area, and a desire
to succeed. I had a great professor – one of the most loved and respected teachers on
faculty. But still, I struggled. I pored over the pages, trying to see the progression,
willing the notes to fall into a logical order. I pounded the music out on the piano, trying
various options, until one day, after receiving a particularly humiliating mark; I stayed
behind to talk with the professor. “I can’t do it,” I said, “I don’t get it.” She put her
hands on my desk and leaned in to look me in the eye. “You cannot do this work by
force,” she said, “or by will power [as if reading my mind!] You must immerse yourself
in the music. You must close your eyes and let the sounds get inside you and rumble
around. Let it live in you, and you in it. Then, with time, in a flash of recognition, you
will see the structure.” Through all of my musical training and four years of undergrad, I
had been taught that harmonic analysis was an intellectual pursuit – one that could be
mastered by looking and controlling. From that moment on, I began to learn that it
primarily involves listening and loving.
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Immersion … Really?
In the model that is being developed, the goal of worship planning is to
provide a playground where the community can engage in the process of
listening for and loving the song-story of God. Gathered worship trains the
community in the metaphors, images, and embodied practices that, through the
power of imagination, result in individual and communal immersion in the
alternate narrative. Imagination is required in this pursuit because worship is the
practice of telling a relational story, not memorizing a legal brief; embodying and
expressing a narrative, not excelling in an intellectual endeavor; and playing, not
pontificating. Imagination and narrative are key components of worship
planning because the story that the church tells and the way that it is told will
either help or hinder the congregation in developing the practices and imagery of
the alternate community.
This chapter describes a process of immersion in the alternate narrative.
Immersion can be an uncomfortable process, or it can be a lot of fun. The
metaphor of playground is inspiration to see immersion as fun; as risk, play and
discovery. In the context of an orchestra, immersion is a constant process of
letting the music seep into your bones, your fingers, your embouchure, your
imagination, and your life. Each time a new work is on the schedule, the process
of immersion begins. When works are more familiar, or the musician has done a
good job of immersion in a previous process, then re-immersion takes less time,
and muscle memory helps reestablish the necessary physical and mental
pathways.
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Immersion takes place on many levels. Even before entering the practice
room, a musician will spend significant amounts of time with the score in hand,
listening to recordings of the great international orchestras playing the particular
piece in question. Listening for nuances, articulation, foreground and
background sections, the musician considers how she will make the particular
piece her own; how her voice will become part of the ensemble. In the practice
room, notes are rehearsed, tempos ingrained, and many, many mistakes are
made. Years of good habits, technical drills, and repetition of scales and intervals
help to establish the routines that lead to fewer mistakes and greater ability to
shake off mistakes when they happen. The practice room leads to sectional
rehearsals, where the musicians’ individual parts come together, and
relationships between different parts are established. Tuning in the section is
critical: each instrument tunes to the frequency A440, but once everyone is
playing, notes must be constantly adjusted to maintain harmony within the
section.1 In the full orchestra, the conductor’s role is to establish overall direction
and inspire the best in each player, bringing the music to life. The conductor does
not contribute anything to the actual ‘sound’ of the orchestra, but his or her
ability to foster communitas results in the blossoming of great music.2 There are
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many parallels to the spiral of immersive practices found in the life of faith.
Gathered worship can be a place where many skills are learned and practiced.
Communal rituals build on and reinforce individual disciplines, and each
enhances the other.
The paradox of immersion is that it is a series of incremental steps in the
journey, but the journey takes place in an unfamiliar context, one that is entirely
different from the previous environment. For example, becoming immersed in
French culture can only happen by moving to France and living the rhythms of
the French people day by day. It cannot be learned by staying at home to read a
book about the French and taking a French Cooking class. It is the same paradox
for the people of God. Becoming immersed in the alternate narrative requires
becoming absorbed into a different world, governed by the particular rhythms,
rituals, metaphors and music of the song-story.
For generations, the faithful witness of the church has dwelt in God’s
song-story through the cycle of the liturgical calendar and the lectionary. These
two tools create the new environment that trains people of faith in the alternate
narrative. The power of the liturgical calendar (Seven Seasons) and the lectionary
(52 Sundays) is that they drop the gathered church into the midst of a different
counting of time. When you move to France, the first thing you will do is adjust
your watch, synchronizing your counting of time to the new environment. The
church lives in both secular and liturgical time and space. Chronos – time
unfolding chronologically – and kairos – time revolving around and redeemed by
Christ – are the two types of time that God’s people experience. The cultural-
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consumer narrative is an immersion in narrowly defined chronological time. But
the church needs to know two kinds of time:
Christians are in an emergency about time. It is clear that dominant
culture in North America no longer knows what time it is, because
every season has now been homogenized into an uninterrupted
‘shopping season.’ When we do not know what time it is we are
unlikely to remember ‘former times’ and surely have no ground to
hope for ‘new things.’3
The liturgical calendar and the lectionary act as the new ‘rhythm’ and the new
tempo for the alternate narrative, within which, both chronos and kairos unfold.

The Big Song-Story in Seven Seasons
The liturgical calendar is a yearly cycle of seasons based on the birth, life,
death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus, and the sending of the Spirit,
organized into an alternating rhythm of the practices of fasting and feasting.
“The liturgical year is designed to take us into deep contemplation. It is about
immersion in the great mysteries of the faith. It is about the life of Jesus as it
intersects with our own.”4 The liturgical year condenses the big song-story into
seven seasons centred on Jesus. In the yearly arc of weekly gatherings, the life of
Jesus guides the church’s celebration of time. Most Christians would recognize at
least some of the seven seasons of the liturgical calendar, as even non-liturgical
churches generally participate to some extent in Advent, Christmas, Holy Week
and Easter. The importance of the fact that these are ‘seasons’ and not isolated
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events cannot be over-emphasized. The cultural narrative focuses on the fleeting,
temporal nature of the ‘celebrations’ that it honours. This can be seen in the
emphasis that consumerism places on getting rid of (Canadian) Thanksgiving
paraphernalia as quickly as possible in mid-October, so that the Halloween
decorations can be displayed; likewise with Christmas, then Valentine’s Day, and
so on. The ‘day’ is dismissed as soon as it has arrived, in favour of the next big
thing, without even a minimal recognition of the event’s possible significance.
For the church, the purposeful attention to the unfolding of the ‘season’ draws us
into the passage of time, making connections from week to week over the course
of the year. The seven seasons unfold as follows:
Advent (a season of 40 days, including 4 Sundays)
While Advent is generally regarded as the beginning of the liturgical year,
because of its focus on preparation for and the arrival of Jesus as a baby, the
season is primarily a purposeful attention to the end of time: Christ’s return, or
‘second coming.’ The forefront of the unfolding of this season may appear to be
about preparation for the baby who will be born in Bethlehem, but the historical
church has seen Advent primarily as anticipation of the return of the Risen King,
Jesus the Christ. For this reason, the Sunday immediately before Advent is called
‘Christ the King Sunday.’ Holding together the beginning and the ending is one
of the primary themes in Advent.
It is necessary that the liturgical year begin with this focus on the
central, holy intention; for otherwise the story of Jesus, which is
about to be rehearsed from conception and birth to death and
resurrection, may seem less than what it is: the deliberate fulfilling
of divine purpose, worked out through historical process.5
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Christmas (beginning on Christmas Day and extending to Epiphany)
Christmas, in the liturgical cycle, is not a day, but a season: a season of 12
days, a celebration of the mysterious and yet joyful assurance of ‘Immanuel,’
God with us. The wonder is that the Creator of the universe has come to fill
humanity in the form of a baby: “the Eternal One who can be neither created nor
destroyed willingly becomes subject both to birth and death.”6 The season
unfolds around the miracle of the baby who is God, entering the world to
redeem his people, and ends on Epiphany, the Sunday which points to Jesus’
‘identification’ as the Messiah. The tradition around Epiphany is changing, and
has primarily become not about the appearance of the Magi, but about the ways
that those around Jesus identified him as the Messiah. Stories in this context
include Jesus’ circumcision, his baptism, and his first miracle at Cana.
Ordinary Time 1 (from Epiphany until Ash Wednesday)
The cycle of seasons in the liturgical calendar focuses the church’s
attention on the two primary events in the life of Jesus: his incarnation and his
resurrection. These are the two primary seasons of feasting: that is, celebration.
Framing these two primary seasons are the preparatory seasons of Advent and
Lent, typically seasons of fasting and waiting. The intensity of these primary
seasons and their accompanying preparations is moderated by seasons of
contemplation on their significance: seasons offering time to reflect and be
present in the depth of meaning in each, called Ordinary Time. Ordinary Time 1
falls between Christmas and Lent, and is the time between Bethlehem and
Jerusalem, the twists and turns of the purposeful progression from cradle to
6
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Calvary. The Sundays in this portion of ordinary time reflect on the miracles, the
training of the disciples, the meals and the dirt, the stories, the friendships and
the lives changed.
Lent (40 days, not including the Sundays, between Ash Wednesday and Easter)
The 40 days of fasting during Lent are both preparation and reflection.
They are historically the days of preparation for those who desired to be
baptized at Easter, a time of devotion, discipline and training for the life of faith
to come. And while Lent has become, in many people’s minds, reduced to
another ‘duty’ to be performed, it is actually better seen as a period of reflection:
both reflection on the human condition and the consistent ways that one misses
the mark in living the life of faith, and contemplation of the new possibilities in
Christ and how that may be lived in day-by-day obedience. The 40 days of Lent
are also pointers to the symbolism of 40 throughout the biblical narrative,
recalling each ’40 days’ as a reminder of God’s faithfulness and encouragement
to persevere with hope.
Each of the seasons has a ‘hinge’ or transitional day that may or may not
fall on a Sunday. Advent has Christ the King Sunday, Christmas has Epiphany,
and Lent has Ash Wednesday. The bold assertion spoken with the imposition of
ashes: “Remember, mortal, that you are dust, and to dust you shall return,”7 is
both preparation for our own death and premonition of the coming of Good
Friday. It is also an opening for the reflection that will take place during the
Sundays of Lent: the themes of covenant faithfulness, new life in the kingdom,
and the presence of the waters of cleansing, healing and baptism.
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Lent is not six-and-a-half weeks of marching around the foot of
Mount Calvary. Rather, this season engages us in the process of
confronting who we are by nature, who we are by God’s purpose
and redeeming action, and what we can become by divine grace.8
Holy Week (part of Lent; Palm/Passion Sunday through the Paschal Triduum)
The significance of the events of the last week of Jesus’ life on earth
developed into an extended hinge for the transition from Lent to Easter. In Holy
Week, culminating in Easter day, is compressed the whole of the biblical
narrative, centred on Jesus. Every season holds in tension the paradoxical
opposites of the big song-story, but Holy Week holds these dissonances together
loudly, refusing their easy resolution. Beginning on Palm-Passion Sunday, the
story unfolds with intention to bring together the truth that the ‘hosannas’ turn
to jeering, and triumph ends in tragedy. This Sunday holds together the truth
that Jesus entered Jerusalem knowing that it would lead to his death. He
humbled himself to ride a donkey up the hill, along with the hundreds of sheep
who would soon be slaughtered for the Passover feast. There is no ‘triumphal
entry,’ only the obedience of the Son who ‘so loved the world.’ Monday through
Wednesday of Holy Week are generally observed as a time for personal
reflection, reviewing the days of Lent and preparing our hearts for the days
ahead.
Thursday, Friday and Saturday of Holy Week, the Paschal Triduum (the
three days) are the culmination of Lent, and should be seen as a unified
observance of the last days of Jesus’ life: one movement, to the cross and the
tomb. Thursday’s worship may include foot washing, the Gospel reading from
John 13, and the stripping of the altar. Friday’s worship emphasizes the Eucharist
8

Stookey, 88.

185
or communion; the meal of preparation and thanksgiving, a meal eaten ‘in the
presence of enemies,’9 yet with the full knowledge that God’s faithfulness will
strengthen and sustain. The Saturday Vigil is rarely observed in Protestant
churches, but is one of the most significant observances of the Lenten season. The
vigil is an extended gathering, beginning in darkness and moving gradually into
the light of resurrection. In this worship, the church practices the discipline of
waiting. Waiting for the unseen work of God to be accomplished, and wondering
at the mystery of the work that is being done: as the creed articulates it, “he
descended into hell …”
Easter (a season of 50 days, from Easter morning until the Day of Pentecost)
Easter is the explosive beginning of unimagined newness in Christ; a
season of vastness, expressed in the period of eight Sundays, which reinforces
the ‘excess’ and ‘redemption’ found in the symbolism of the number eight.10 In
addition, the number 50 points to the abundance of the resurrection, and finds its
roots in the Jewish ‘jubilee,’ a year that established liberation and restoration,
and was an occasion of great joy. “Easter day is the opening of a protracted
celebration, even as the Resurrection is itself the opening to a vast new reality.”11
The church’s worship during the Season of Easter reflects the new beginnings
and eschatological implications found in the transforming power of the
resurrection.
The final Sunday of Easter is Pentecost. If the church has grown weary of
the celebration of the 50 days, and believes that she may have exhausted the
9
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themes of the Season of Easter, Pentecost arrives in its glowing, blowing, glory to
reinforce this newness. Pentecost comes at the end of the Easter Season, and is
not a season on its own, for one specific reason: it is not something new, but a
continuation and affirmation of the biblical assertion that the Spirit is active and
present, from before time to the end of time. Particularly in Luke’s gospel, the
Spirit is shown to participate in the world, from Jesus’ conception, through his
baptism, and it is the same Spirit who now constitutes the church. In Acts 2,
Peter draws on the prophecy of Joel to explain why and how this remarkable
presence of God is connected to the larger story. Thus, worship on Pentecost is
primarily recognition of the new community’s welcome into God’s family.
Seen as the undoing of the curse of Babel, the day of Pentecost … is
a crucial means of reinforcing the notion that this day is about the
church as the community of the Spirit, not merely about the work
of the Spirit in the hearts of individuals. Babel resulted in
disconnectedness, in a confused individualism. The church implies
reconnectedness, such as that set forth in Paul’s metaphor of the
church as a body having many parts.12
Ordinary Time II (from the Sunday after Pentecost until Advent).
Following the magnificence of the feasts of the Season of Easter and the
Day of Pentecost, the return to ordinary time can appear somewhat routine. But
a return to the routine, to the common, to the habitual, is exactly what is needed:
a recognition that ordinary life, expressed in ordinary time, is the substance of
the life of faith. “It is what we do routinely, not what we do rarely, that
delineates the character of a person [and a community].”13 In the ‘time between
times’ the community learns the habits of worship, the rituals and practices that
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will shape its connections to the broader sphere of life and will develop its
rhythms of gathering and scattering. Each Sunday is a mini-Easter, a reminder
and remembrance of new life in Christ, as well as an intentional action to allow
Christ to shine in and through his new body. Ordinary time is an extended
period where the church risks, plays and discovers the song it must sing, given
the reality in which it lives.
During these seasons, the church both recalls the past (anamnesis) and
draws the future into the present (prolepsis), entering into the large over-arching
themes of the life of Christ.
The present is a thin moving edge separating past from future. But
recall the “cruciform posture” of the faithful in which, fully
grounded in the present, we reach out with one hand to grasp the
past, and with the other the future. Stated differently, both the past
and the future are in some sense brought into our present
experience, particularly when we are at worship.14
Season by season, the community of God’s people are continually immersed in
periods of dark and light, waiting and embracing, loss and abundance, lament
and doxology, lowering and exalting. The repetition becomes a pathway in our
bodies and our minds that lead us in these cycles, in smaller moments of time
outside of the gathering, even to the basic rhythm of inhale and exhale.
The seasonal cycle is a process of sacramentalizing time – past, present,
and future – in resonance with the narrative of scripture, the story of Jesus’ life
on earth, and the mysteries of being God’s people, in faith, today.
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The Big Song-Story in Fifty-Two Sundays
If the liturgical calendar shapes the new time-keeping into seven seasons,
then the lectionary provides a songbook for the weekly melodies of the biblical
text – stories, history, poetry, wisdom, letters, and prophetic writing. The
‘songbook’ of scripture passages is organized over the course of a three-year
cycle of weekly scripture readings, designed to tell the whole of the story of
God.15 In churches that follow the lectionary, during the three-year cycle, the
majority of the Bible is read and heard during the weekly gathering. The
lectionary readings ‘fit’ the liturgical calendar and reinforce its story and themes,
but its organization reflects a different hermeneutical purpose than the structure
of the Bible.
Whereas the church included material in the Bible to offer a rule of
faith (canon), it creates a lectionary to proclaim that faith within the
framework of the liturgical year. Whereas passages in the Bible
contribute to the biblical narrative, … lectionaries serve the
calendrical narrative. In the Bible the immediate context for readings
are the books in which they stand; in the lectionary it is the
Sundays, seasons and segments of the liturgical year. While some
have said the lectionary creates a canon within the canon, it does
not so much displace the canon as offer a focused interpretation of
it.16
The lectionary is designed to focus the biblical readings onto the life of Christ
and into the practice of the church. The primary purpose of the lectionary is to
present scripture for proclamation and reflection within the weekly gathering.
“The liturgical year is the calendar of the spiritual life. [It] is not an idle
15
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discipline, not a sentimentalist’s definition of piety, not an historical
anachronism. It is Jesus with us, for us, and in us as we strive to make His life
our own.”17 One of the most extensive ways that the church can begin to be
immersed in the alternative narrative is to pattern the worship life of the
gathering on the lectionary and the liturgical calendar.18

Liturgical Praxis
The fundamental problem in the context of evangelical free church
worship, is that there is no liturgical praxis: no theologically cohesive, biblically
intentional, liturgically structured collection of rituals and practices in which the
community may be immersed. Many North American Protestant churches use a
loosely structured order of service (similar to Robert Webber’s four-fold pattern
of gathering/word/table/sending),19 but the structure is not connected to
substantial content, ritual and practice. In evangelical free churches, both the
structure and the content have been abandoned, and a more flexible, but less
historically, liturgically, and biblically informed one has been adopted.20 While
the lack of a liturgically informed structure seems to provide flexibility, in reality
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a formalized order of worship still exists in evangelical free churches; it is simply
a structure empty of the richness and historical wisdom of the liturgical model.
In addition, worship planners struggle, in the evangelical free church model, to
provide the content and continuity themselves. Without the provision of
structured linkages, there is little horizontal connection from week to week, and
the pastor’s preaching topic (also generally not influenced by the lectionary or
the liturgical calendar) becomes the primary theme for the weekly gathering.21
This lack of connectedness, both from week to week, and in terms of a broad
overarching story, is an ongoing challenge for the purposeful immersion in the
alternate narrative.
The most significant part of the story that has been removed from weekly
expression are the sacraments. In order for our gathering to be Christian, it must
tell the formative stories of Christ. This includes regular participation in
communion and baptism; the crucial narrative events that shape the church as a
people and draw them into the recognition of God’s persistent condescending to
participate in the gathering in bread and wine, water and Spirit. “Every
sacrament enacts a story.”22 Communion is the remembrance of covenant,
baptism the mark of identity for those who are called into the unfolding of God’s
story. These two sacraments reflect the core of the musical themes that have been
discussed earlier in this paper. Narratives of covenant and identity must mark
out the contours of our weekly rehearsal of the song-story.
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The Worship Planner’s Dilemma
Because of a lack of intentional submission to the lectionary and the
liturgical cycle, worship in evangelical free churches has neither roots nor wings:
it becomes stuck in the swirling of the cultural-consumer whirlpool. This often
results in the worship leader’s planning revolving around their personal story
that week – their own ups and downs, their personal situation and their desire to
have their own journey resonate with those in the community. Common wisdom
in the 1990s for those who wanted to be more experientially focused in worship
was, “you can’t lead your people to a place you haven’t been yourself.”23
Unfortunately, this maxim has solidified the worship leaders’ belief that it is their
own story that will be transformative for the community. An individual person’s
story may be inspiring, or encouraging, or interesting, and it may be a story of
faith, but the only story that can transform is the story found in Jesus.24 If the
local church wishes to supplant the cultural-consumer narrative and become an
alternate community, it must, first and foremost, train its worship leaders to tell
the story of Jesus, remembering that all of scripture is Jesus’ story.25
In addition to being regularly shaped by the life of Jesus, a secondary
benefit of submission to a liturgical cycle is that, over time, regular practices
bubble up in the context of community that become meaningful and intentional
for formation. James Smith argues that liturgical practices are deeply formative
23
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of both narrative identity and practical intentionality, and calls us to a more
faithful use of liturgy to shape individual ‘desires’ toward the story and the
persons of God.26 Smith does not “favor a particular style of [liturgical structure];
rather, the emphasis is on the formative, embodied practices that constitute
Christian worship, many of these are shared actions in a diversity of styles,
denominations and theological traditions.”27
Without the liturgical calendar and the lectionary cycle as resources, there
is no framework that will guide the unfolding of the story from week to week.
Without a purposeful framework for the unfolding story, it is unlikely that
formative rituals of practice will develop. Without a framework and embodied
practices, there is no glue, or thread, that makes ‘sticky’ connections for the
community from one gathering to the next. Without the connections, it is difficult
for the congregation to hold the story together. It is a challenge to remember the
song of alternative community, in the midst of the empire. And without attention
to the singing this song weekly, it is much more likely that the community will
remain immersed in the cultural-consumer narrative, which bombards us every
day will thousands of sing-able ear-worms about consumerism, individualism,
and materialism.

Worship Planning as Ensemble
One person cannot carry the role of choosing and shaping the images,
stories, and themes of worship alone. If our playground reflects the colourful
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diversity of its local context, then those who create the playground must reflect
this diversity as well. Who is responsible for the shape and content of the
worship gathering? Pastors may provide overall guidance in the content of the
story-telling over time, but the individual worship leaders in most evangelical
free churches have significant control of the majority of the actual time spent in
the gathering, and its specific shape. And while there may be a desire to find
connection and links from week to week, without an overarching intentionality
to shape every gathering toward the biblical narrative, the content of worship
falls back on the skills and understanding of the individual worship leader –
those who are immersed in the cultural narrative with its moralistic and
therapeutic intentions. This can lead to the elevation of emotion or external
indicators as the measure of worship’s effectiveness, such as the admonition to
‘sing louder’ in the opening story of this paper.
The church’s primary worship leader is the Triune God; in worship we
give glory to the Father, the Son and the Spirit, who was, and is and ever shall be.
Accordingly, there is no biblical precedent for an individual worship leader or
worship planner. Just as worship itself reflects a communal act, leitourgia,28 so
worship planning must become a purposefully inclusive activity. It requires a
small group of people committed to the process and willing to invest in
modeling and teaching others.29 In an orchestra, every section is critical to the
success of the performance. Within each section, musicians contribute to the
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beauty of the whole by their full participation. But there is also an elusive quality
called ensemble,30 which is not particularly dependent on the level of skill of the
individual players. Ensemble is the communitas of the orchestra.
As in every instance of communitas (musical or otherwise), those involved
have built connections and rapport through working together in a variety of
conditions, over an extended period of time. In an orchestra, you do not get to
choose who sits beside you, or where you sit in the midst of the section. In the
string section, only the concertmaster always sits in the same chair. Each
musician must learn to trust the section and listen to his or her stand partner.
Anticipating the exact moment of release of the bow from the string, breathing
together, and synchronizing vibrato, are the subtle but essential qualities of
ensemble. Most great orchestras have it, but so do many community orchestras
made up of amateurs. They have it because of their commitment to the art of
making music together. Churches need to practice and demonstrate the art of
ensemble, particularly in the area of worship planning. Without ensemble in the
worship planning process, the elements discussed in this chapter will not be
effective. The entire premise of this paper is that the song-story of God is
communal and relational. If worship planning does not reflect this reality, then it
will not be possible to imagine or implement the other elements.

The Big Song-Story in Ninety Minutes of Little Stories
This paper now turns to the specifics of the weekly gathering and the
process for becoming immersed in the song-story of covenant, creativity and
30
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community. The themes of God’s story are woven into melodies found in the
seven seasons, which are rehearsed in the 52 weeks, and then vibrate throughout
the 90 minutes of the worship gathering. Weekly worship is the process by which
the Big Story resonates into and out of the little stories created by the life of faith.
The gathering is an expression of the local story of Jesus in our midst. Each
congregation reflects an authentic telling of the big story in its own story. Local,
artisanal, rooted in terroir; gathered worship weaves a melody and harmony that
is particular to the people who inhabit that place. Imagination is the power that
holds our local and global, historical and contemporary tensions together.
Imagination weaves a story that can incorporate these seemingly divergent poles
into a resonant whole.
Christian worship layers story within story within story: this is how the
song is created. Individual leitmotifs are the stories of the men, women, and
children who are part of your congregation’s choir. Individual leitmotifs create
melodies: longer stories of connection and relationship, covenant, and
development. Melodies that overlap create harmonies: giving additional shape
and movement to the song. Harmonies create tension, movement and resolution:
shortening or extending themes, bringing in other themes and letting
undeveloped motifs flourish. All of this is happening within the song that is
unfolding over and around, under and through the Trinitarian dance. In the
weekly gathering, the church learns how to find her voice, practice the song, and,
in fact, create the melodies and harmonies for this time and place, as an
improvisation upon the melodies already given.
The structure outlined below is designed to help a congregation find the
song that suits it best: not an appropriation of someone else’s song. The song
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must be one that harmonizes with the leitmotifs and melodies that they create
together, given their resources, community, and congregation. This is a song that
is birthed out of a particular context and a particular people. The shape of the
weekly gathering will resonate best when worship planners make space for
everyone to find their part in the song-story and contribute to its harmonies. The
breadth and depth of the community’s imagination brings diversity that the song
needs in order to resonate within the larger symphony.

Gutenberg and Google: Pedagogy in Transition
Worship needs a pedagogical overhaul. Changing our approach to
teaching and learning may be one of the most challenging processes for the
church to undertake. It certainly has been difficult for our public education
systems to change, despite overwhelming evidence that the current system is not
working.31 Worship must be understood in terms of its pedagogical praxis:
training body and soul, as well as mind, in the story of a relational God. An
understanding of pedagogical processes will point to areas where the worship
structure can better create an environment that is conducive to becoming
immersed in the big song-story.
Gutenberg and Google are metaphors that Sweet uses to distinguish
between the two cultures that overlap each other in the 21st century.32 In our
current hinge, or transitionary time, there is tension between the two primary
31
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ways of viewing the world. Gutenberg and Google are metaphors for these two
‘generations’ that identify the possibilities and problems of each. As culture has
shifted from a text-based, print-focused learning environment to a technologybased, image-focused interface, Gutenberg natives (those born before 1973, the
year the cell phone was invented)33 find themselves in a cultural context where
everyone speaks a fast-moving, foreign language. The native Googler (anyone
born after 1973) has grown up in an environment whose language is images and
stories.
The Gutenberger’s native language is words: text and books. Text, fixed
on the page, is logical, rational, linear, and inscrutable. Books are the repositories
of trustworthy, independent expertise that are quoted and analysed. The
primacy of text “formed [Christianity’s] character and practice by underscoring
the power and importance of words over images.”34 Gutenberg Christians were
taught that principles were more important than relationships, and that learning
and following the ‘rules’ was the goal of a Godly life.35
“To a Googler, words are important because they help a person express
ideas, share news, and tell stories.”36 A Googler’s native language is images,
narrative and metaphor,37 and they are interested in any and every form of storytelling. They revel in banjos and homemade instruments as much as they
research new digital technologies to music sampling. Relationships are primary,
33
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and doing things together, whether on-line or live, creates meaning and
establishes identity.
Gutenberg and Google are short-hand terms illustrate the speed and
depth to which the basic interfaces of our life have changed: from print to
computers, from points to images and from propositions to stories. But it is not
just our physical technology that has changed: our understanding of the brain
has changed as well. Rather than an inert information-receiving and -processing
gateway, the brain is a holistically connected organ that has the ability to change
its pathways, or map, and to replace what it ‘knows’ with new or different
‘knowing.’ Rather than the metaphor of machine, the brain is now seen as an
almost infinitely connected, organic network. This network has the ability to
change in response to external stimuli, a property called ‘plasticity.’38
Up until the discovery of neuroplasticity, scientists believed that
the only way that the brain changes its structure is through
evolution of the species, which in most cases takes many thousands
of years… But plasticity creates a new way – beyond genetic
mutation and variation – of introducing new biological brain
structures in individuals by non-Darwinian means.39
Humans are not ‘stuck’ with the current way of learning and processing
information that the Enlightenment taught. In fact, the human brain has already
learned to change itself, but pedagogical practice has not adapted to this reality.
Culture has been changing our brains and modifying the way we learn and
process information. Marshall McLuhan pointed this out in the 1950s by drawing
our attention to the fact that the “medium is the message” or the medium is the
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“massage.”40 The cultural tools themselves are massaging our brains, changing
the map, creating new connections and rewiring our thought processes.41 A
different brain means different ways of gathering and processing information,
different ways of learning, and different ways of experiencing reality.
Kenneth Robinson, an advocate in helping governments and educators
understand the changing nature of educational requirements, describes the
current educational process (developed in the Enlightenment and the Industrial
Revolution and the system that trained all of the current Gutenbergers) as “a
process of conformity and standardization.”42 In the same way that the public
education system created assembly lines of learning, the church’s preaching
model and Sunday School methods have also used the mechanistic lecture-drilltest model43 to teach the Bible and discipleship. Conformity of beliefs, compliant
behaviour in keeping with these beliefs, and a linear process of belonging,
including hierarchical levels of control, have been the norm in the church’s
pedagogical approach. Research now shows the flaws in the story that the
industrial revolution told about learning and the brain, and the industrial
revolution has given way to the technological revolution. Standardization cannot
meet the world’s (or humanity’s) needs because the world is not standardized:
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the universe, including its human inhabitants, is diverse, creative, and organic.44
Robinson argues that the current educational paradigm needs to be reformed by
divergent thinking and by personalized, collaborative learning models.45
In addition to rejecting the mechanistic model of individual expert
molding each successive group of learners into exact replicas of each other,
Sweet argues that the role of the pastor is no longer just to provide information
from behind the pulpit.46 In a technological revolution, people no longer need
individual experts to help them “access information,” but they do need
trustworthy guides, mentors, and co-learners who will help them “assess and
process information.”47 In a Google culture where information is available 24/7,
in multiple formats, and where at least 300 million new websites are added to the
web every year,48 information is ubiquitous. Authority figures are more and
more important, but not as lone experts waiting to pour their knowledge into
passive listeners. Expertise is needed to help co-learners turn information into
knowledge, and knowledge into wisdom.49 Technology is a partner in the
learning process, but relationships, dialogue, questions, and practice are vital for
evaluating and processing information in the local context. What do these
changing principles of educational effectiveness mean for the church?
44
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First, in order to address ineffective pedagogical practices, the 21st century
church must come to terms with the reality that she is in the midst of a mission
field. Not only that, but the mission field is actually within the church, because of
the prevalence of the ‘mash-up’ between the cultural narrative and the biblical
narrative, as described by Moralistic Therapeutic Deism. In the 1970s, Lesslie
Newbigin described the “radical secularization of Western culture,” and called
the established North American church to recognize that they were “in a
missionary situation in what once was Christendom.”50 The first thing every
missionary does is to spend time learning the language. That is why this paper
has spent so much time on imagination and narrative. These two elements are
foundational for speaking the language that contemporary Google culture can
hear, and for helping the church to understand her own story from this
perspective. Gutenberg practices taught the church a linear, propositional story
that is confined to history and unconnected from contemporary life. Google
practices are needed to understand and image the story in interconnected,
relational, incarnational ways. We have only scratched the surface of changing
the propositional language of the church into relational ways of knowing.
Second, in order to understand how to change the current pedagogical
paradigm, the church must acknowledge that there are different cultures living
side-by-side within the community. There are some who are more comfortable in
the Gutenberg mode and others who are energized by the Google mode, and
they are not necessarily divided by age. Early adopters and ‘new generations’
come from every age group and are identified by an openness to the movement
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of the Spirit and awareness of opportunities to incarnate the gospel. Each
learning ‘style’ is just that – a style. “Unlearning old habits is more difficult than
learning new ones. But the Gutenberg preference for cogs over living things must
be unlearned.”51 All generations have things they can learn and things to teach.
Creating an environment where everyone is a learner and a teacher is the
beginning of the new pedagogical mindset.
The pedagogical principles that are supported by substantial recent brain
research and by the experiences of educational practitioners are summarized by
Sweet in the acronym EPIC: experiential, participatory, image rich, and
connective.52 In So Beautiful, Sweet uses a technological metaphor to describe
EPIC’s role in the process of living out God’s story. He reminds us that EPIC is
not the OS (operating system); it is simply an interface, a way of connecting the
OS to the culture. EPIC is the Google culture’s way of learning. It is the model or
paradigm that helps Googlers to hear, see, and ‘know’ the story: any story. This
is how Googlers live their lives, how information is processed, how wisdom and
truth are determined, and how networks of relationships are developed.
Gutenbergers also need to learn the Google interface for hearing, seeing, and
knowing the story, because they are part of the scattered church. Scattered means
interacting with and building relationships with others. Being able to speak their
language is crucial.
For the church to be able to sing the song-story in the culture, she needs to
learn and develop an EPIC interface. EPIC is the musical key signature of the
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symphony. The key signature is a set of guiding principles that help the listener
to establish equilibrium within the piece; it creates the environment for tension
and release. The good news is that in exploring this interface, one discovers that
the Bible is, in fact, already built on a very similar process. EPIC looks very much
like Jesus’ own methods of teaching and relating to his ancient Jewish milieu.

The EPIC Interface
Experiential
There is no doubt that all our knowledge begins with experience.
—beginning of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason53

Living is a hands-on endeavour. Living is full of experiences. Living takes
practice: real, in-the-trenches, dirty-hands-and-feet, practice. Sitting passively
listening to what someone else has learned is not effective learning. And it
certainly is not living. Experiencing worship, experiencing the story,
experiencing the gospel all involve more than just intellectual assent.
Experiential means that each person gets to have a ‘hands-on’ wrestle with God,
and each person experiences the possibility of being transformed from a ‘Jacob’
into an ‘Israel.’54 Immersion in experiences: sights, sounds, textures, tastes and
smells, is the holistic practice that opens one up to the fullness of God.
In the 20th century, experiential worship was a buzz-word, and music
became the vehicle for ‘true (experiential) worship.’ The goal of leading
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worshipers into an ecstatic encounter with Jesus overshadowed everything else.
It led to the phenomenon of 3-minute songs being sung for 25 minutes, and
became an idol for many worshipers and worship leaders. The ‘experience’ often
substituted for relationship, and was promoted as the pinnacle of worship. This
is not the point of the ‘E’ in EPIC. Remember, EPIC is an interface, it is not the
‘message’ and it is not even necessarily the ‘medium’ for delivering the message.
It is a mind-set, an awareness, a purposefulness that desires everyone to have
something more than an intellectual connection with the triune God. The church
has a Person-Message based on Christ. One medium for experiencing the PersonMessage is gathered worship, where we see, touch, smell, taste, and hear this
Person, individually and communally.
For worship planners, ‘experiential’ plays with the arrangement of the
chairs so that we can see each other’s faces, rather than the backs of heads.
Experiential wants to know what justice ‘smells’ like, and how mercy ‘tastes.’
Experiential wonders how best to listen for the Spirit, and is not interested in
having someone else’s description of ‘hearing’ substitute for their own
opportunity to try it out. Experiential offers possibilities for every person to
engage in the discovery of beauty and truth through an explosion of sensing
metaphors and images.

Participatory
I never think of my audiences as customers.
I think of them as partners.
—Actor Jimmy Stewart55
55
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‘Participatory’ is the art of “radical democracy;”56 where everyone has a
contribution to make, and is determined to make it. Culture is continually
creating opportunities for people to become interactive and involved, from
customizing your cover photo in Facebook to deciding specifically which group
or project will get your funding on Kiva.57 Participation respects the skill and
contribution of each person, mentoring everyone together toward greater, more
integrated collaboration.
For worship leaders and pastors, this means learning to give up control of
every element of the gathering, inviting others at all levels to join in the process
of planning and developing the stories and rituals that reflect and inspire the
community as a whole. Individualism – an island unto itself – has no place in the
dance of the community. Diversity, difference, distinctiveness; these things must
become part of the dance to authentically reflect the particularity of this place
and this people. Opening the way for everyone to actively participate in the
worship experience demonstrates trust and obedience in the covenantal
relationship of God. Jesus is present, the Spirit is on the move, and in faith,
worship leaders and pastors submit to the participation of the whole, welcoming
the interaction between humanity and divinity.
There is a faulty metaphor at work in worship leaders’ thinking: it is the
image of a door that gets opened in heaven when ‘worship begins:’ a belief that
56
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through the worship leaders’ development of the content of worship, that the
church ‘invokes’ Jesus into our midst. Worship leaders may hope for a
‘Revelation 4’ experience of simply opening the door to heaven, but the truth is
that we do not to ‘call on’ God to join us, rather we acknowledge that the church
gathered is welcomed into his already, always active presence. In Revelation 4:1,
John does not ‘open’ the door, he ‘looks’ and sees that the door stands open.
“Vocatus atque non vocatus, Deus aderit, meaning, “invoked or not invoked, God is
present.”58 Instead of the simplistic image of opening a door, the nuanced
metaphors of music and dance can reframe this notion. The music of the Spirit is
always in motion, swirling and animating, inviting all of creation to join in: to
participate. The worship leader’s role is to help the community hear the music
that is already active, to look for opportunities to participate in the dance, to
open space in which the gathered people may harmonize with the song-story
that is already being sung.
Active participation can range from finishing the pastor’s sentences,59 to
tweeting questions in real time, to setting the table for communion, but it must
be active, and it must be real participation that has the potential to shape the
development of the gathering. Being told what to do is not participation for the
Google culture. Deciding what to do, from the available participatory options is
the Googler’s preferred mode of learning. Unfortunately, bodily-kinesthetic
worship practices have been largely removed from evangelical worship.
Participation engages the community as a whole to develop alternative active
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rituals that require involvement and contribution. Creating space in the weekly
gathering for everyone’s participation is crucial to becoming immersed in God’s
song-story.

Image-Rich
The mind never thinks without a picture.

—Aristotle60

If the church is to find a way to engage with culture and, more
importantly, love the culture, then it needs to learn at least one universal
language. For this time and place, that primary language is image. “Images come
as close as human beings will get to a universal language.”61 Image is not simply
pictures or visual stimulation; it involves imagination and metaphor. Even the
Enlightenment, which privileged linear, logical language, needed a metaphor –
that of the machine – to describe its reality.
In the chapter on imagination we discovered how ubiquitous metaphor is
in our language, in our thinking, seeing and speaking. Narrative and metaphor
are the vehicles for images. “The Jesus method of communication was not the
exegesis of words but the exegesis of images: “the kingdom of heaven is like…”62
becomes a picture story that connects listener and image. The people of God
need to be able to identify images and then make connections to the bigger story.
The imagination, remember, is designed to be skilled at taking apart and putting
back together: taking apart the story in order to see its underlying and related
60
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images and then putting it back together in the context of the culture. This is a
skill that requires practice. Reading a book about it will not help. Listening to a
lecture about it will not get you all of the way there. Intellectual assent is not
what is required. “Jesus’s rich images and metaphors are communicated in
words, of course, and Gutenbergers learned how to parse and exegete his words.
But such a tight focus on the mechanics of language can blind you to the bigger
picture.”63
Recognizing images and making the connections with the story requires
divergent thinking and communal wisdom. Filling gathered worship with
images and visions of the song-story is a primary way that minds and hearts will
become immersed. Living in image involves using words to create imagepictures that resonate with scripture and then allowing those images to echo into
and through the specifics to the ‘more’ or the mystery that creates new meaning.
This is the power of metaphor: creating ‘more,’ and allowing the ‘more’ to be
particular and universal at the same time. Words by themselves are constrained
into small boxes of proscribed meaning, written down in dictionaries which
establish their ‘proof.’ But when metaphor creates images, and clothes them in
narrative, each person brings the nuance of their personal wholeness to the
development of the image that is meaningful to them. Image is the antidote to
‘versitis:’ the ‘orangeing’ of the word. Image is an apple; embracing possibilities
and inviting reflection, through experience and participation. The local
congregation that is able to recognize and exegete biblical images can then begin
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to listen for and resonate with these images in their daily lives, bringing big-story
themes and imagination to bear on the cultural-consumer norms.

Connected
Holy ground is never private turf
but always communal space.
—Kenda Creasy Dean and Ron Foster64
Finally, the pedagogical interface must be relational. While collaborative
learning in the Gutenberg era was sometimes called ‘cheating,’ interactive,
elbow-to-elbow learning should become the norm. Teams and networks have
long been buzz words for ‘new’ ways of doing business, but they typically fail to
reach their potential without the first three elements of the EPIC interface in
place. Simply putting people together in a room does not make for connected
learning. Without each person’s full participation and the skills to elicit that
participation, teams revert to top-down leadership. Without the opportunity to
get experientially hands on in the learning environment, community remains a
group of individuals, not a communitas. Without image, metaphor, creativity and
imagination, linear, isolated propositions will continue to dominate the dialogue.
Connective pedagogical practices build on the other practices to create
opportunities for diversity to flourish and for people to learn to trust each other.
Connective practices are intergenerational, welcome the outsider, and value the
weakest.
Experiential, Participatory and Image-Rich are required in order for
Connected to work. Likewise E, P, and I can only truly develop in an
64
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environment that allows for connections, that provides space for ideas, slow
hunches, improvisation, and divergent thinking to percolate and propagate. The
paradox of participation is that it is deeply personal and yet necessarily requires
community. Trusting connections allow individuals to be uniquely themselves,
offering their best for the benefit of all. As the members of the community
participate and begin to process their own understanding in the context of
communal wisdom, participation increases and learning blossoms.

Integrating the Interface
Jesus was skilled in each of these areas, using EPIC-style interactions in
ancient Jewish culture. As God, he didn’t watch from afar but became part of
humanity, experiencing all of its joys and sorrows in his body, the dirt of the
stable and the oil of anointing. Incarnation is the ultimate experiential model.
The disciples were taught by participation, walking the roads, going without,
learning the rhythms and riddles of the life of the Messiah. Everyone learned
from Jesus by participation. Those who tried to watch from the sidelines found it
difficult to understand the stories. Nicodemus was one of the few learned men
who knew that relational connection was a necessary part of understanding. He
tried to keep his participation a secret, but the ability to ask questions and
wrestle with meaning is a necessary part of the process. Jesus’ teaching was full
of images and metaphors: no one can see the kingdom unless they are born
again, the kingdom is like a mustard seed, you are the salt of the earth, I am the
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vine, etc.65 In every encounter, Jesus’ metaphors required imagination and faith,
and they invited participation, and deep engagement in the experience. The
fullest immersion was for the twelve disciples, who spent three years by his side,
listening, questioning, discussing, and living out the new reality that Jesus
brought to their lives. EPIC was the interface that Jesus used, relying on
experiences, participation, image, and connected opportunities that presented
themselves in his particular milieu.
We can learn this interface as well, finding ways to tell the story in our
culture’s ‘first language.’ “The postmodern pilgrim does not seek new truths, but
seeks with new eyes eternal truths.”66 Using a new interface is not seeking for
new or different messages to ‘give’ to the culture. EPIC is a ways for everyone
who inhabits this time and this culture to ‘see with new eyes’ and ‘hear with new
ears,’ the way, the truth and the life of Jesus. Missionaries need to learn the
language of their host culture. Worship is the means by which the church learns
and practices this language, through the cycles of participation and reflection,
experiencing and connecting.
This kind of systemic change takes time and is difficult to implement in
big organizations. Large churches find themselves in a cycle of programming
that makes it difficult to ‘turn the ship.’ The church that is small enough and
nimble enough and brave enough could make a difference in changing this
paradigm of old-school thinking and learning. The metaphors of immersion and
playground in this paper are intentional choices to inspire leadership to be
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willing to leap-frog over the tinkering that is typical in the face of exponential
change. Risk, discovery and play are the skills that will be needed in order to
guide the church into the future. This opportunity is before us. Acknowledging
that pedagogical change is needed is the beginning of the process. The EPIC
interface – the key signature of the musical score – percolates new learning
environments and processes for becoming immersed in the song-story of God.

Preparing the Playground
Now that we have the majority of the elements required to perform the
‘alternative song-story,’ how does this translate to the weekly gathering? In the
Reformed tradition, word and sacrament are the two required elements for
proper worship. In many reformed churches, the balance between these two has
become heavily skewed toward word (not surprising in a Gutenberg culture),
with the sermon becoming the primary focus of the gathering. Scripture is
minimally referenced, often only as part of the sermon, and if it happens to
appear in the musical selections. Sacraments are practiced infrequently;
communion once per month, and baptisms primarily for infants. Music has
become the new weekly sacrament, substituting for the presence and sign of
Christ. Without 30 minutes of music, many people would feel that they have not
worshiped. Word and music make up the substance of the weekly gathering. A
more balanced approach would seek to elevate the place of scripture and
sacrament, which necessarily would require the diminishment of the amount of
time given to preaching and singing.
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The most important thing to remember about preparing the playground is
that it exists in order to encourage play. “Life [is] vigor and spontaneity, the
God-revealing Christ getting us and everything around us in on it, the freedom
and exuberance, the total rendering of our lives as play, as worship before
God.”67 The goal of gathered worship is to engage God’s people in the process of
becoming immersed in the alternative narrative. This process will be most
productive if it relies on the experiential, participatory, image-rich, and
connective interface. The design of the gathering uses the EPIC practices, but it is
an opaque process, an underlying philosophy, not a ‘structure’ per se. As the key
signature of the music, it is a silent, but crucial element of the unfolding of the
music. EPIC is a set of pedagogical principles that the worship-planning
ensemble keeps in mind as they imaginatively develop the narrative of the
melodies, themes, and motifs of the song-story, and prepare the playground of
worship.

Four Part Harmony
The design proposed below is probably the most challenging of the ideas
presented so far. It requires putting aside all current ‘models,’ traditional orders
of service, and ideas about how the flow of the gathering ‘must be.’ It requires a
suspension of disbelief and the acquisition of imagination. The proposed
worship gathering has four elements: Scripture, Semiotics, Sacrament, and
Sapientia. These are the four components that would be included in each weekly
gathering. Each component has a specific purpose, and the order of the four
67
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could be varied depending on the various elements in the particular gathering.
This is an underlying structural framework; one that may, at times, be obvious to
the congregation, at other times will be obscured. It is a framework for worship
planning ensembles to play with in developing the narrative themes and using
the EPIC interface, in the playground of gathered worship.

Scripture
Scripture seems self-explanatory; however, the inclusion of scripture is so
minimal and so poorly executed in many churches that it is important to
emphasize again that scripture is the living word of God. The ways that scripture
is corporately read and presented has an enormous influence on the
congregation’s ability to hear the images and the story. Scripture resources are
plentiful and varied, and can easily be accessed by any worship planner.
However, the real task in the Google culture is to develop story-catchers and
story-tellers within the community who have the gift of bringing narrative to life
through the oral-poetic performance skills that were discussed in Chapter 3. John
Niles’ research identified the importance of the somatic, sensory communication
that takes place in the oral telling of a story. The local story-catcher sees Jesus
everywhere, and is always listening for narrative and image that points to him.
When the story-catcher finds Jesus, she or he is able to colour in the picture: reanimating the images and narrative to make him come alive. The local storyteller has these sensitivities as well, connecting the dots to bring ‘Jesus-sightings’
together with the eternal principles of Scripture in narrative and images that
enhance the meaningful connections.
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In addition to scripture found in the reading of the bible, biblical themes
present in poetry, music, film, and other art forms is often communicated in a
more accessible language. These options are a necessary component of the
aesthetic life: art is not a substitute for scripture, but it often puts the imagery
and narrative of scripture into language that can open up its meanings. Scripture
both stands on its own; in the practice of lectio divina, for example, and benefits
from an experienced dance partner; such as beautiful poetry. Reclaiming ancient
language, through the exploration of historical forms of the liturgy, and creating
new language, through fresh metaphors and images both echo the scriptures and
sing them with new vitality.

Sacraments
The Sacraments of communion and baptism are the original EPIC
activities: both sacraments embody and express the entire song-story. In them,
the story is compressed into images of bread, wine, and water. In them, these
earthy, tangible signs expand and encompass a multitude of melodies and
harmonies. In evangelical free churches, the infrequent (monthly) practice of
communion impoverishes the congregation, removing one of its most
transformative rituals. In addition, when communion is practiced, it generally
focuses on a narrow slice of the possible imagery; that of atonement. Plumbing
the depth and breadth of the metaphor and image found in communion can only
be done when it is ‘remembered’ weekly. In the model proposed here,
communion is the primary hinge of weekly practice. Table, meal, and Font
compose the core rituals in which we are drawn forward into the eschatological
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possibilities as well as rooted in the historical event. Communion is rich and
resonant with every part of God’s song-story, drawing us into experiencing the
themes of covenant, creativity and community, in the life, death and resurrection
of our Lord.
In the same way, baptism can be a more intentional part of the weekly
gathering. Baptism is the individual’s entrance into the new life of communal
covenant relationship: participation in the Father, the Son and the Spirit.68
Baptism changes us from being ‘of’ the world, to being ‘in’ the world but part ‘of’
the body of Christ. Baptism is initiation into a royal priesthood and is the mark of
acceptance into the alternate community. The richness of the images and
metaphors of new life, of cleansing rituals, and communitas are necessary for the
weekly story to be told with integrity. Baptismal imagery and ritual can be
incorporated weekly, even without an actual baptism, through the inclusion of
water and water imagery in the worship structure. Baptism’s dying and rising to
new life reminds God’s people of their place in the song-story and of the constant
refining that is part of the journey of faith. Both communion and baptism
immerse the community in the alternative song-story, reminding God’s people
that they ‘are’ because of his once-for-all and always new covenant with them.
Weekly immersion in these sacraments shapes the community’s imagination and
practice in the alternative narrative.
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Semiotics
While hermeneutics is preoccupied with meaning, semiotics … is
preoccupied with dancing.69
Semiotics is an unfamiliar word to many people, but it may be fruitfully
borrowed from the sociologists and linguists for the church. Semiotics, simply
put, is reading the signs.70 In linguistics, it involves connecting words to the
things that they signify and analysing the connections and linkages between the
two. “[Since] all signs take their meaning from the particular culture or
subculture in which they are embedded, [semiotics] is also about reading
culture.”71 Jesus called his disciples, specifically, to the practice of semiotics.72 In
Matthew 16:2-3, Jesus responds to the Pharisees’ request for a sign from heaven
by telling them that they already have signs from the heavens – red sky at night,
sailor’s delight – which they clearly know how to read and understand. But they
have no idea how to read the signs of the times, the signs of the Messiah, the
signs of the culture. They have not understood how the miracles (‘signs’) that
Jesus has been doing respond both to the culture (the needs of the people) and
the kingdom (the purposes of God). Jesus points out their inability to read the
signs of the culture and respond appropriately.
This is true in the North American church as well. There is a tendency to
hold up a few clichés as an understanding of culture, when in fact, cliché is a
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reduction, rather than a revelation. North American church culture has become
divided between the two extremes of Fundamentalism and Moralistic
Therapeutic Deism. 73 Both sides neglect the necessary wrestling with scripture
that would cause it to be ‘revelation’ and ‘sign’ for this generation.
If we genuinely believe that the Holy Spirit still moves among
God’s people … we must be open to new signs. If we genuinely
believe that the Holy Spirit still moves among God’s people, we
should believe that the Spirit enables us to identify truths [in
culture] … Rather than giving up on the truth of Christianity… we
might endorse (re)signing: resigned to the Scripture as God’s word
to those who listen in faith, [and] acknowledge[ing] the possibility
of a faithful re-signing. This acknowledgment arises from the
testimony of Scripture itself. Nowhere does the Bible proclaim its
own scientific inerrancy, but everywhere it demonstrates the resigning of truth.74
Reading the ‘signs’ may appear to be a ‘self-evident,’ intuitive practice,
but in fact, it requires the ability to hold together the two tensions described
above. Crystal Downing, a professor of English and author on the connections
between Christianity and culture, gives “walking on the side of a penny” as a
metaphor for Christian semiotics. In order to avoid allowing the coin to fall to
one side or the other (seeing only one possible signifier for the sign), Downing
challenges people of faith to think like an ant,
balancing on the edge of [an American] coin… resigned to the
headship of Jesus Christ, you maintain trust in the sign to the right,
where the words “In God We Trust” still appear. But your position
on the edge also enables you to look to the left, where you can
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enjoy and celebrate the re-signing of the coin [in connection to the
culture].75
Downing identifies multiple ways that the New Testament writers (re)signed the
Old Testament, and in particular how they described the ‘signs of the times.’ For
example, when asked what sign he could show to prove his authority, Jesus
(re)signed the meaning of the temple by placing the locale for salvation in his
own body, the temple that would be torn down and raised again in three days.76
Jesus also (re)signed the meaning of the Old Testament itself by his assertion that
all of the scriptures that the Jewish leaders trusted in, pointed to Jesus, himself.77
The Message translation highlights how Jesus understands that he is (re)signing
this foundational understanding of the scripture texts: “You have your heads in
your Bibles constantly because you think you’ll find eternal life there. But you
miss the forest for the trees. These Scriptures are all about me!”78
Sweet uses the metaphor of ‘blurring and reframing’ to describe the
semiotic process, and points to our five senses as God-given resources for
searching for Jesus and finding new meaning.79
There is always more and there is always meaning. We cannot exhaust a
sign. There is always more meaning that we can perceive. The
assumption [in semiotics] is that there is more to anyone and
anything than we initially notice or receive, and there is always
more meaning, both intended and unintended meaning, that can be
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discovered… When we assume to “know,” we rule out the
possibility of receiving more from God.80
‘Seeing’ signs and ‘reading the signs’ are two different processes: one
unconscious, one intentional. Reading the signs of culture and faith requires an
intentional process of attuning different senses to listening for and connecting
with the images and stories. Semiotics is not a linear process, it is more like a
helix or spiral, with four components.81
 Standing Under … involves relating to the sign as it is in its original intent,
exploring its meaning(s) in context, discovering its ‘back story’ and
acknowledging the ‘normal’ or ‘common’ signifiers of the sign. To ‘stand
under’ is to let the sign tell you its basic meanings, listen, look and learn
‘from’ rather than imposing ‘upon.’
 Get Blurry … involves looking around, under, behind, in the margins, away
from, the image to let the meaning(s) get blurry and unsteady. Ask questions
and allow the multiple possible meanings to enter the aural/visual field.
Avoid defining and foreclosing, keep things open and possible. Bring other
images into the dialogue to determine if there are connections.
 Defamiliarize … break the images down into smaller parts. Look at the
individual components of the image for information. Connect the dots in
different ways to see if new meaning(s) appear, or insight develops.
 Reframe and Fill … develop new metaphors and images that better reflect
what you have learned. Tell stories that invite dialogue and communal
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Ibid., 137. Italics in original.

This section uses bullets in order to avoid the words ‘first,’ ‘second,’ etc. and their
related symbols. This process may start at any point, and be fruitful in any order.
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wisdom. Give images that have been stripped of depth new meaning by
incorporating them into stories. Create narratives and rituals to draw others
into the new meaning(s).
This process is as important in reframing biblical stories and truth as it is for
reimaging the meaning of cultural images, and most importantly for reframing
cultural images in light of scripture and historical witness. Learning to
apprehend metaphors and discover images that point to Jesus is a skill that
requires practice and imagination. It requires loving the story, loving the culture,
and tuning our ears to the sound of Jesus in each, then drawing them together to
amplify the kingdom in our midst.

Sapientia
I know no safe depository of the ultimate powers of the
society but the people themselves; and if we think them not
enlightened enough to exercise their control with a wholesome
discretion, the remedy is not to take it from them, but to inform
their discretion.
—Thomas Jefferson82
Finally, sapientia is Latin for wisdom, discernment or memory. In the
context of corporate worship, sapientia is communal wisdom, intergenerational
discernment and relational memory. This is the ‘assessing’ and ‘processing’ that
was discussed earlier in this chapter; the understanding that comes from
clarifying which practices and stories, images and metaphors resonate to provide
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Thomas Jefferson in a passage from a letter to William Charles Jarvis, September 28,
1820. From Teaching With Fire: Poetry that Sustains the Courage to Teach, Sam M. Intrator and
Megan Scribner, eds., (San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 2003), 173.
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meaning. It is a way of “connecting the dots”83 between these stories, images and
metaphors to create places of light and music for the individuals and for the
community as a whole.
This kind of wisdom is not found in a rule book, but in a play book. The
football coach’s head is filled with pictures of how the game might unfold. These
are not rules, but plays: possibilities that must be tried, and experiences that
must be explored. It is the same way with wisdom: it is a play-book of
possibilities that must be engaged and wrestled with. You have to want to find
this kind of wisdom, for its apprehension takes time and patience. It takes
purposeful listening and attention.
‘Attention-to’ is the covenantal, liminal space of relationship. “The
beginning of wisdom is silence. The second stage is listening.”84 Sapientia is the
relational presence (attention) that allows for silence and listening. It is a
purposeful space that allows people to discover for themselves the connections
and new meaning(s) that will bubble up in the worship gathering, listening
carefully, attentively until the blurriness begins to coalesce. To ‘pay attention’ is
to offer time and honour to each participant, trusting that from the youngest to
the oldest in age, experience, skill, and background, each one has something to
contribute to the discernment process.
Sapientia is a liminal process because it “creat[es] a web of shared meaning
and values around common metaphors that abide and guide.”85 It is the practice
of kenosis: preferring the other, withholding judgement and seeing the holy in
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every aspect of life. Wisdom is the result of mentoring and journeying together,
asking questions and exploring options, praying together and living together
over time.
In the worship gathering, and in all of life, this kind of wisdom requires
time and practice.
It requires an act of imagination to enter a frame of reference
different from your own. It requires an act of discipline not to
default to generalizations and preconceived categories … It
requires robust concentration not to induce ‘functional deafness’ into
ourselves … when we hear things we have already worked through
[and decided upon]. It requires deep compassion to care enough to
bear another’s burden. It take a bent ear to hear words as the
speaker intends them, not as we use them or think they should be
used.86
These skills can be developed and practiced regularly, but they must also be
intentionally articulated and regularly reinforced. It will be difficult for some to
let go of the need to be the ‘expert’ or the centre of attention. It will take time for
trust to develop so that the typically marginalized feel confident enough to speak
from their hearts instead of from behind their masks. And it will require those
who are able, to continually act as guides and mentors, so that the whole
community will move together toward communitas.
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Conclusion
I hear these voices in my head
They echo voices in the street
Got to get myself together
Gotta give myself a break
Nothing seems to last forever
'cept this very fast pace
Then the sun will come up on another day.

—Molly Johnson87

The playground of worship is an imaginative possibility. This chapter has
explored the possibilities and has proposed three parts of the playground: the
boundaries or framework for the playing (the community’s liturgical resources),
the playground equipment (the pedagogical tools for worship planners), and the
actual playing (the four-part harmony of the weekly song).
Adopting the structure of the historical church establishes a framework
for playground. The liturgical calendar and the lectionary create a biblically
immersive rhythm and this framework shapes the regular rehearsal of the
narrative of the alternate community. The playground equipment provides the
bodily movements that train the play. The swings develop balance and teach the
connections between legs and movement, between motion and height. The slide
is a learning tool for the influence of gravity on the body. The monkey bars
develop strength in the arms and encourage the crazy swinging and swaying
required to get from one side to the other. The EPIC interface provides some of
this playground equipment, requiring full contact and engagement in the process
of immersion, and inviting personalized, collaborative learning. Finally, the fourpart harmony of scripture, sacrament, semiotics and sapientia is where the action
87
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takes place: where the song is sung, the tuning is corrected, the voices gain
confidence and harmonies begin to click into place, resonating beautifully
together.
Playground as a metaphor for worship is an invitation to see the world
differently; to recognize the sacramentality of all creation. Playground requires a
shift in methodology from implementation to imagination, from ‘perfect’ to
‘practice.’ Practice is something you do with music and with dancing. Perfect is
what comes out of a machine. The church is not a machine, she is a beautifully
created, lovingly welcomed dance partner.
In developing a playground for the worshiping, gathered church, this
chapter has invited the planning ensemble to: 1) appropriate the historical
liturgical structure of the calendar and the lectionary, adapting it to reflect the
particularities of the community, 2) acknowledge its missional task by exploring
Google learning styles and an EPIC pedagogical interface and, 3) to adventure
into a different approach to the structure of the weekly worship gathering which
emphasizes image, symbol and metaphor.

	
  
CONCLUSION
GO OUT AND PLAY

A finale is not always the best song but it is always the last.
—Calvin Miller

1

In the midst of a pervasive cultural consciousness that numbs and dumbsdown our lives, and in the presence of an ecclesial structure entrenched in these
cultural imperatives, how can the gathering of God’s people be designed to bring
about a shift from immersion in a cultural-consumer story, to immersion in the
biblical song-story? How can the people of God develop a deep, thick resonant
faith in the midst of a culture that is out of tune with God’s narrative? In order to

1

Banksy, an English graffiti artist who prefers to remain anonymous, despite his
immense popularity in the UK and abroad. His arts often points to political themes. This image is
called ‘girl jumping’ and is part of a collection of photographs of Banksy’s art:
http://www.boredpanda.com/80-beautiful-street-crimes-done-by-banksy/ (accessed February
18, 2013).
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make this shift, would it be possible to imagine corporate worship as
‘playground’ instead of ‘battleground?’
Chapter one described the contemporary North American church and its
immersion in the cultural-consumer narrative. Immersion in the dominant or
‘false narrative’ is a recurring theme in God’s song-story, for example: Adam and
Eve being enticed by a misleading description of God’s instructions, Judah’s
ignorance of her immersion in the royal empire’s control, Constantinian cooption of a burgeoning new faith into the political realm, and the oppressive
practices imposed in some forms of contemporary, organized religion. In spite of
these deceptive narratives, God is always at work to turn his people toward
relationship, freedom, and love. At this time in history, in local gatherings of
people of faith, there is a bubbling discontent with “cawki: church as we know
it.”2 Doing the same things and expecting different results, even with better
technology and in nicer surroundings, is still doing the same things.
In order to chart a different path, or sing a different song, narrative and
imagination were proposed as the key elements for reclaiming, in gathered
worship, the big song-story that God is unfolding. Chapter two described how a
narrative understanding of reality helps the church to recognize its stories as the
development of a relationship with a Person – a Triune God – and not as a series
of propositions or rules. Narrative was seen as the vehicle for carrying both
individual and communal identity, particularly in terms of its communication as
an inter-relational oral-poetic, sensory, somatic utterance. The dangers of losing
the community’s stories were also discussed.
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Chapter three explored the importance of imagination for the people of
faith. Through a history of the philosophical development of imagination and a
brief review of related current neuroscience and social science research, a
somewhat clearer picture of the imagination emerged. Imagination is critical for
the church, both because it is the breath of the Spirit in the church’s life, and
because it is the way that the transcendent makes itself known in the temporal
realm. Worship, as a crucible for the transcendent, needs the constant infusion of
imagination in order for life to flourish.
But, because of the church’s immersion in the cultural-consumer narrative,
there is a pervasive fear that seeps into the crevices of her worship life. Fear of
danger, of germs, of not fitting in, of making mistakes: these and a host of other,
more catastrophic fears, threaten to undermine every attempt to do things
differently. The gospel of Mark reminds us that fear is the opposite of faith.
When Jesus calms the water, his astonished remark to the disciples is not “Wow,
that was a close one!” No, his astonishment was in response to the disciples’ fear.
“Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?”3 Chapter four began to
place those debilitating fears into the context of the alternative narrative of
covenant, creativity and communitas. The irrevocable covenant of relationship reroots the church in confidence to weather times of upheaval. Covenantal
relationship is the foundation of faith and trust, and the impetus to re-root in
order to risk. Covenant also includes Trinitarian perichoresis in the dance of
participation and a renewed emphasis on a Christological hermeneutic. The
theme of creativity calls the church to practice the aesthetic life, the
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Mark 4:40. Italics added.
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improvisational skill of ‘over accepting,’ and the delight of collaboration. It is in
the skills of creativity that the church will become re-animated in order to play.
Finally, the theme of communitas was a reminder that liminal space and childlike
maturity are the foundations for re-membering God’s people to pursue the joy of
discovery. These three themes weave together to call the church to recover and
embrace the song-story that God longs to hear his people sing. As the church
recovers its story, images, metaphors and faith, she will begin to be immersed in
the alternative narrative.
Chapter five outlined a structure for a re-visioning of gathered worship.
The liturgical framework of seasons and weekly lectionary was proposed to help
anchor the worship practices of the community in the narrative of Jesus. The
pedagogical challenges of the church’s Gutenberg practices were discussed and
the EPIC interface was proposed to engage and welcome the participation of all
of the community in the experience of worship. In addition, a proposal for a fourpart structure of scripture, sacraments, semiotics and sapientia described how the
community might become immersed in a different way of listening for and
resonating out the big song-story of God.
Finally, throughout the discussion, these ideas were continually placed
into the context of playground and music. The musical metaphors of tuning fork,
musical score, timbre, ensemble, key signature, and melody, along with the
stories of orchestras, singers, and instruments have, hopefully, been metaphors
that sparked the imagination of the reader and will lead to further reflection on
how the weekly gathering might continue to play with these images.
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The quote that spurred most of this research is Brueggemann’s relentless
assertion that the practice of imagination is much more important than skills of
implementation.
The prophet does not ask if the vision can be implemented, for
questions of implementation are of no consequence until the vision
can be imagined. The imagination must come before the
implementation. Our culture is competent to implement almost
anything and to imagine almost nothing.4
Scripture tells us that it is God’s responsibility to implement, and that he is
perfectly capable of bringing to pass all that he wishes to have accomplished. But
imagination is a different story. Imagination is a gift given to humanity: the gift
of seeing, hearing, tasting, smelling and touching the transcendent. The church’s
ability to imagine has been stunted by the Enlightenment and modernism.
Reclaiming imagination is the key to the church’s re-immersion in the alternate
story, the story of God.
This paper’s proposal imagines a creative upheaval for a season of
experimentation and play. No matter where one starts, in order to ‘play,’ you
have to get in the game: sitting on the sidelines is not the game, nor is the preplay huddle. “This is the time to blaze new trails, to explore strange new lands,
to build better spaces in which to live and love.”5 In Genesis 2, God called to
Adam and Eve to come and play in the garden; Adam got to name the animals,
and together with God they explored the world that he had created just for them.
In Revelation 22, John sees the city that has been created to encompass the new
dwelling of God with humanity. The city-garden is also an invitation to come
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and play, come and dwell in the dance, come and “reign”6 with the Lamb
forever. Seeing worship as a playground, seeing all of life as communal, and the
Trinitarian dance as all around, changes the paradigm. When everything and
everyone becomes a burning bush, there is freedom to risk, to play and to
discover. May the imaginative, creative upheaval of these proposals inspire the
church to get on the swings and sing at the top of her lungs of the greatest love
story ever told. And may we learn with and lean on each other to discover all
that God has for his people. We know that it will be new – every day is a day to
discover the new thing that is springing up. Do not settle for tinkering. Learn to
join God’s choir and dream God’s dreams, together.

6

Revelation 22:5.

	
  
APPENDIX ONE
THE MODEL IN PRACTICE

As with any research of this kind, more questions are asked than
answered, more solutions proposed than solidified. This document has resisted
being prescriptive, and may, possibly, have erred on the side of vagueness at the
expense of clarity. The preface of this paper invited the reader into a dialogue of
holy speculation, not heavenly certainties, for two main reasons: 1) there is no
guarantee that the proposals outlined here for shaping the weekly gathering will
achieve what has been hoped for, and 2) even if this model is effective in
beginning the process of immersion in the alternative narrative in my particular
context, it might not work in anyone else’s. The goal is to help God’s people
recognize their immersion in the cultural-consumer narrative and invite them to
become immersed in the narrative of God’s song-story. There are many possible
ways for that to be accomplished. One thing that will be true in every instance is
that immersion is not a ‘quick fix,’ nor is it a ‘one size fits all’ solution.
“Start where you are, and try one new thing,” is good advice, but it is not
immersion. ‘Tinkering’ often begins with trying ‘one new thing’ and never gets
to the real work of reflecting on the process as a whole. Yes, you must begin
somewhere, and it may be somewhere that seems small, but you must also have
your heart tuned to the big song-story, in order to continue to change and grow.
Re-rooting, re-animating, and re-membering requires pulling things out of the
cracked dry ground, colouring outside of the lines for a while, and bringing
together severed body-parts. Do not think that putting a band-aid on one small
finger will be the end of the journey.
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My congregation is small, our seating is flexible (i.e. chairs) and we are
familiar with many tinkering ideas such as: coming in family groups to receive
communion, prayer huddles, different seating arrangements, talk-back sermons,
and extended times of musical worship. Tinkering has become routine and dull,
and we are still struggling with the independent individual worship leader
model, the lack of meaningful inclusion of scripture, and outdated pedagogical
theories. We need to explore possibilities for becoming immersed in the
metaphors and narrative of the alternative community, conforming ourselves to
a yearly cycle of doxology and lament, and framing that process with theological
themes that help God’s people to be prophets, priests and pastors in their daily
lives. We need a shaking, a stretching of the boundaries, a new paradigm.
The model described in this dissertation is a proposal: a possibility that
will be presented to our Governing Elders and Worship Leaders in April of 2013
for discussion and review. The proposal is for an ensemble to be formed that
would percolate and discuss these ideas for the next six months, with the
intention of preparing for a year-long experiment beginning with Advent, 2013.
From the First Sunday of Advent 2013, through Christ the King Sunday in 2014,
Meadowvale CRC would embark on a grand adventure into uncharted territory.
Because of the pedagogical problems of current models, and in light of the
need to avoid simply ‘tinkering’ with the structure (which we have been doing
for many years), this proposal focuses on a playful, experimental season where,
as a community, we would imagine a different future and discover how to
become immersed in the narrative of an alternative community of faith.
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Full of Questions
Is it possible to teach a community, in a 90-minute weekly gathering,
about covenant, creativity, and community in a ways that resonates deep within
spirit, body and mind so that the rhythm and key signature of their own song
resonates out with God’s song? Can we tell stories from Scripture and imagine
with the Spirit, so that we become rooted in them and they shape our identity?
Can we learn to design imaginative practices, based on the lectionary and the
liturgical cycle? Can we live into these practices and then adapt them to best
reflect our community and our context? Can narrative practices become the
foundation of our engagement with both the song-story and the culture, in order
to live out the paradoxes of the life of faith, together, in the midst of our
neighbourhoods our families and our workplaces? What rituals and bodily
actions, liturgies and litanies, playful and percolating practices, would we
develop if our community tried to discover, play and risk imaginatively for one
year? How would that help us become immersed in the story of God, so that we
could become closer to the alternative community that Brueggemann envisions?
In order to help flesh out this idea, the following are some thoughts on
how this might happen, the implications for worship planning, and the impact it
might have on our community.

The Role of the ‘Ensemble’
•

the ensemble is the group of people who would ‘play’ together in advance
to prepare the ground and develop tentative frameworks for the
unfolding of the experiment.
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•

it must be multi-generational, including at least one youth (age 10 – 18)
and one young adult (18 – 25).

•

discovery (vs. delivery) – the group would focus on learning about the
EPIC interface; new, interactive, collaborative pedagogical models; and
theological imagery and metaphor

•

the four-part model of scripture, sacraments, semiotics and sapientia
would be discussed and processed together to decide how to introduce
the changes

•

six months of learning, exploring, and communicating/dialogue with the
leadership and the various congregation members before the starting date

•

after the initial six months, others would be added to the group who
would help coordinate the ‘delivery’ of the new model

•

I see the ensemble’s role as primarily two-fold: to propose and develop
liturgical ‘markers’ that would be used in every service, and to develop
the song-story themes/images/narratives for each week, loosely based on
the lectionary and following the liturgical calendar.
-

the liturgical ‘markers’ might include a call to worship, a great
prayer of thanksgiving (for communion), an intro or refrain for the
prayers of the people, a simple ‘dance’ of lament (basic actions or
movements set to scripture or song) . . . we would start from
existing material for these, and involve everyone in developing
something specific and rooted in our place and community

-

the themes/images/narratives for each week would be a place
where our congregation would be invited to submit art for
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reflection (either their own creations, or the creations of others
whose work resonates with the theme) – poetry, visual art,
sculpture, dance, music, etc. – these themes would be established in
advance in order to give people time, and to develop a layering of
themes unfolding throughout the year
The main question I have been asked is “what would the pastor and existing
worship teams ‘do’ in the new model?”
•

the pastor would be part of the ensemble, and would have the primary
role of helping to make connections between the elements of the four-part
structure.
-

there would not be a lengthy ‘stand-alone’ sermon as such, but a
group of shorter ‘conversation starters,’ narrative enquiry questions
around the theme or biblical story/image

-

the pastor would listen and engage during the semiotics and
sapientia portions of the gathering, helping people to articulate or
clarify perspectives, give examples, bring in other scripture or
wisdom from other sources to help de-contextualize and re-frame

•

the worship team, instead of only being responsible for music, would
bring their creativity to help shape the direction and linkages for the
weekly gathering.
-

there would be a lot less music, which would leave more time for
the conversation and participation amongst the congregation
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-

in the planning phase, the musicians would suggest music, both for
congregational singing as well as other music for reflection and
conversation

-

music would be less ‘entertainment’ and more liturgical, used to
emphasize and frame the various elements of the gathering, and
would probably provide support for the sacraments

A Possibility
This is a possible scenario for a 90-minute weekly gathering using the proposed
model:
•

sanctuary arranged with tables and chairs, paper, coloured pens/pencils,
plasticine, and other art materials in various locations

•

beverages available as people gather, communion stations in various
places around the perimeter, large easels with art at the front, as well as
on each table

•

musical instruments, bibles, books of poetry and liturgy available in the
sanctuary space
As a starting place, the gathering would be less formal than the current

structure, with more interaction and collaboration from the entire congregation.
It might begin with coffee and conversation, a call to worship and group prayer
in families,1 then perhaps a scripture song using ASL2 that can be used at home

1

The definition of ‘family’ would be expanded to include not just a biological grouping,
but all of the people who regularly attend the gathering would be placed into larger,
intergenerational and international ‘families’ who would form the ‘small groups’ of the
communitas.
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during the week. Liturgical actions would be developed over time to include
memorized scripture and litanies, inclusive calls to worship and responses, and
intentional appropriation of historical creeds and prayers such as the Great
Thanksgiving before communion. The lectionary would guide the development
of themes for each week, and there would be an emphasis on finding images,
metaphors, poetry, music, and stories to connect our lives to the biblical
narrative. For example, using this art work by Canadian illustrator and artist
James Tughan3 called ‘Marked’4 and one or two biblical narratives (possibly
Moses and the Rock, Jesus on the cross, the new city in Revelation), we would
facilitate a semiotic conversation about water and rock. This might include
questions like: What biblical stories can you think of that explore the metaphors
of water and stone? How do those water and stone stories resonate with the
themes of creativity, covenant and community? How are water and stone
metaphors in your own life? Where do we see the metaphors of water and rock
in culture? Have the cultural “meanings” of rock and water appropriated any
biblical imagery, or made allusion to the biblical narrative that is not explicitly
revealed? etc. We might spend time listening to a song with lyrics about stone
and water, such as Bruce Cockburn’s work ‘Life Will Open’5 which includes the
lyrics:

2

Incorporating body actions through translating scripture songs into American Sign
Language (the language of the deaf), helps to establish the song deeper in our memory and
teaches us another language, stretching our boundaries to include those who might be
marginalized because of the inability to hear the activities of the group.
3

See more of James’ work at this link: http://jamestughan.blogspot.ca/
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View the painting Marked by James Tughan.
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Listen to Life Will Open, by Bruce Cockburn, on “Sunwheel Dance,” Golden Mountain
Music, 1971.
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Waves can't break without rocks that dissolve into sand
We can't dance without seasons upon which to stand
Eden is a state of rhythm like the sea
Is a timeless change
Turn your eyes to the world where we all sit and dream
Busy dreaming ourselves and each other into being
Dreaming is a state of death, can't you see?
We must live through who we are
If we can sing with the wind song
Chant with thunder
Play upon the lightning
Melodies of wonder
Into wonder life will open
Cockburn’s lyrics would encourage discussion about the metaphors of
water and stone, and the metaphors of music found in nature (wind song,
thunder, lightening). This might lead to a short reflection on how these themes
connect to the presence of bread and wine in our midst. How is Jesus present as
rock and water, bread and wine in the world? How is bread and wine music in
the world? How are we bread and wine and music? Finally, there would be an
opportunity to write, draw, dance, sing, or sculpt a response to the morning’s
thoughts. These ‘actions and creations’ could be brought as thank offerings to the
table as we partake of communion, or they could be shared with the group after
communion, or simply taken home for further reflection.
During the week, I imagine conversations unfolding on twitter and the
church’s Facebook page, as people engage with the experiences from Sunday.
Questions and reflection would unfold that could be incorporated into the
following week’s specific planning. I see this as an iterative process that includes
reflection on the past week’s experiences and develops/revises the unfolding
plan accordingly. There will need to be an intentional willingness to assess the
‘play’ each week – not as a ‘checklist,’ but through telling stories about how
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people have been affected, how their world has been expanded and how their
new skills have helped them to resist the cultural-consumer norms and bring the
alternate narrative to life. In this way, the ensemble learns narrative practice
themselves, and begins to understand how story has a way of connecting us as
co-learners and co-laborers in the development of the alternative community.

	
  
APPENDIX TWO
CODA
Research in the area of theology and imagination has been exploding over
the past ten years, reinforced particularly by the establishment, in 2001, of the
Institute for Theology, Imagination and the Arts at the University of St.
Andrews, Scotland. Jeremie Begbie (who now teaches at Duke University in
South Carolina), Trevor Hart, and David Brown were involved in its formation.
This stream of research and writing is exploring ways that theology and the arts
are related, the place of imagination in theology and the arts, and the
development of the philosophy of aesthetics for theology and the arts. Most of
this writing is designed to facilitate Christian dialogue within the arts
community, and arts dialogue within the theological community.
While the research on imagination, aesthetics, and theology and the arts is
foundational for the work that I am doing, I am particularly interested in how to
help regular people of faith discover and play with artistic, imaginative, aesthetic
gifts, rather than developing an apologetic for their existence within a theological
or arts conversation. I want to be better equipped to train and mentor God’s
people to recognize that: (1) they have creative and imaginative gifts, (2) those
gifts can be foundational in developing liturgical praxis, and (3) human
flourishing involves the expression of those gifts in their everyday lives, for the
joy of the kingdom. In addition, the ongoing experimentation and reform of the
structure of the church’s liturgical practice is an important element of this
process.

241

242
This dissertation has been a process of discovering how to articulate the
argument for playful, imaginative engagement of the whole of the body of Christ
in the unfolding of the weekly gathering of worship, and how that kind of
engagement is more effective at creating the possibility for deep, resonant,
formative faith. There is still more to understand and practice; particularly in the
areas of pedagogy, semiotics, and liturgy. In addition, there is the emerging area
of narrative research and pedagogy, which is being implemented in the sciences
(especially nursing), but not widely practiced in churches. The Alban Institute
has published a series of books on its use in churches :
Goleman, Larry A. ed. Finding Our Story: Narrative Leadership and Congregational
Change. Herndon, VA: Alban Institute, 2010.
________. ed. Living Our Story: Narrative Leaderhip and Congregational Culture.
Herndon, VA: Alban Institute, 2010.
________. ed. Teaching Our Story: Narrative Leadership and Pastoral Formation.
Herndon, VA: Alban Institute, 2010.
The first part of the unfolding process will involve inviting others into a
deeper conversation about how this will unfold in our context. Next we will
develop a training plan for the worship ensemble, design the first liturgical
experiments, and then experience the delight of getting in and doing it! There are
a number of books that outline how other communities are thinking outside of
the box of ‘cawki’ and experimenting in the playground. I tried to keep these
ideas separate from my thinking, focusing my research on the development of
background understanding and support for the metaphor of playground and the
specifics of what my particular congregation might need in order to take the next
steps toward a new expression of worship. When we begin the experiment, these
books will again come to the forefront as we consider and adapt the great work
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that others are doing in this area. For example, the following books will be
helpful:
Baker, Jonny. Making Communion. UK: Proust, 2012.
Brewin, Kester. Signs of Emergence: A Vision for Church that is
Organic/Networked/Decentralized/Bottom-up/Communal/Flexible {Always
Evolving}. Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2007.
Novelli, Michael. Shaped by the Story: Helping Students Encounter God in a New
Way. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008.
Pierson, Mark. The Art of Curating Worship: Reshaping the Role of Worship Leader.
Minneapolis: Sparkhouse Press, 2010.
Smith, Mandy. Making a Mess and Meeting God: Unlikely Ideas and Everyday
Experiments for Worship. Cincinnati: Standard Publishing, 2010.
Huckins, Jon with Rob Yakley. Thin Places: 6 Postures for Creating & Practicing
Missional Community. Kansas City: The House Studio, 2012.
Finally, I will continue researching and refining my thoughts with respect
to how to best communicate the ideas that have been developed in this paper. I
have recently submitted three proposals for AAR and CETA conferences, and I
look forward to dialogue with others who are experimenting/researching in this
area. There are many paths in my research process that have had to remain
unexplored in this particular writing. The following is a short list of some books
of interest for further research:
Begbie, Jeremy and Steven R. Guthrie, eds. Resonant Witness: Conversations
between Music and Theology (The Calvin Institute of Christian Worship
Liturgical Studies). Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2011.
Boersma, Hans. Heavenly Participation: The Weaving of a Sacramental Tapestry.
Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2011.
Bradley, C. Randall. From Memory to Imagination: Reforming the Church's Music
(Calvin Institute of Christian Worship Liturgical Studies). Grand Rapids:
Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2012.
Dyrness, William A. Poetic Theology: God and the Poetics of Everyday Life. Grand
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2010.
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Glenn Packiam, Discovering the Mystery of Faith: How Worship Shapes Believing
(expected March 2013).
Smith, James K. A. Imagining the Kingdom: How Worship Works (Cultural Liturgies
Series). Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013.
Stone-Davis, Ferdia. Musical Beauty: Negotiating the Boundary between Subject and
Object. Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011.
Thiessen, Gesa Elsbeth. Theological Aesthetics: A Reader Grand Rapids: Wm. B.
Eerdmans, 2004.

I did my best, it wasn't much
I couldn't feel, so I tried to touch
I've told the truth, I didn't come to fool you
And even though it all went wrong
I'll stand before the Lord of Song
With nothing on my tongue but Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah
Hallelujah, Hallelujah
Hallelujah1

O for a thousand tongues to sing
My great Redeemer’s praise,
The glories of my God and King,
The triumphs of His grace!
Jesus! the name that charms our fears,
That bids our sorrows cease;
’Tis music in the sinner’s ears,
’Tis life, and health, and peace.2

1

Leonard Cohen, Hallelujah, on “Leonard Cohen Live in London,” Columbia Records,

1997.
2

O For A Thousand Tongues to Sing, lyrics by Charles Wesley, music by Carl G. Glazer.
© Integrity’s Hosanna Music and Word Music, 1997.
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